152 Chapter 7 Making Common Topics More Analytical

SUMMARY

Summary and analysis go hand-in-hand; the primary goal for both is to understand
rather than evaluate. Summary is a necessary early step in analysis because it provides
perspective on the subject as a whole by explaining the meaning and function of each
of that subject’s parts. Within larger analyses—papers or reports—summary performs
the essential function of contextualizing a subject accurately. It creates a fair picture
of what's there.

Summarizing isn’t simply the unanalytical reporting of information; it’s more than
just shrinking someone else’s words. To write an accurate summary, you have to ask
analytical questions, such as the following:

* Which of the ideas in the reading are most significant? Why?
+ How do these ideas fit together?
+ What do the key passages in the reading mean?

Summarizing is, then, like paraphrasing, a tool of understanding and not just a
mechanical task.

When summaries go wrong, they are just lists, a simple “this and then this”
sequence. Often lists are random, as in a shopping list compiled from the first thing
you thought of to the last. Sometimes they are organized in broad categories: fruit and
vegetables here, dried goods there. At best, they do very little logical connecting among
the parts beyond “next” Summaries that are justlists tend to dollop out the information
monotonously. They omit the thinking that the piece is doing—the ways it is connect-
ing the information, the contexts it establishes, and the implicit slant or point of view,

Writing analytical summaries can teach you how to read for the connections, the
lines that connect the dots. And when you'e operating at that level, you are much
more likely to have ideas about what you are summarizing,

Strategies for Making Summaries More Analytical

Strategy 1: Look for the underlying structure. Use The Method to find patterns of
repetition and contrast (see Chapter 2). If you apply it to a few key paragraphs, you will
find the terms that get repeated, and these will suggest strands, which in turn make
up organizing contrasts. This process works to categorize and then further organize
information and, in so doing, to bring out its underlying structure.

Strategy 2: Select the information that you wish to discuss on some principle
other than general coverage. Use Notice and Focus to rank items of information in
some order of importance (see Chapter 2). Let’s say you are writing a paper on major
changes in the tax law or on recent developments in U.S. policy toward the Middle
East. Rather than simply collect the information, try to arrange it into hierarchies.
What are the least or most significant changes or developments, and why? Which are
most overlooked or most overrated or most controversial or most practical, and why?
All of these terms—significant, overlooked, and so forth—have the effect of focusing
the summary, guiding your decisions about what to include and exclude.
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Strategy 3: Reduce scope and say more about less. Both The Method a.nd Notlc;1 anc:
Focus involve some loss of breadth; you won't be able to cover everythx'ng. But ;’ is i
usually a trade-off worth making. Your abilit'y to rank parts of your subject or ¢ too.sai
a revealing feature or pattern to focus on will give you surer C9ntr91 of tgle l;la erle
than if you just reproduce what is in the text. YOI% can still begin w1th‘ a brie seuirsv al);
of major points to provide context, before narrowing the foc‘us. Redu;mgt sacalpa ey
especially efficient and productive strategy when you are trying to unders anﬁn -
ing you find difficult or perplexingc.lilt will move you beyond passive summarizing

ing i ading.
tow?fnif;a;r;i:;:syzzoﬁat?ezzeing C%xaucer’s Canterbury Tales and start cataloguifng
what ’makes it funny, you are likely to uc;nd ug ngl :man:)lvyvz]:; flllzt ;l?::t?;;rz)_‘:; 1;::

es its elements in no particular order. But nar: : .
gz)aetsag}?:fcer’s use of religious commentary contribute to the humor. 01; Thee\;\?‘f;
of Bath's Tale™? reduces the scope to a single tale and the h}lmor toa smgti e atsllzin \
humor. Describe those as accurately as you can, and you will begin to notice things.

Strategy 4: Get some detachment: shift your focus fr(.)m wha’f? to how? an(}rvlvlhzf’;’s l\zll;st
readers tend to get too single-minded about ab.sorbm.g the mforrl?an(;i. h :11 u,l as)_'
attend only to the what: what the reading is saying or is about.l"f ey take e Whp
sively. But you can deliberately shift your focus to how it says what it says, e }llt o
To focus on how and why something is preser.lted in a given way—w| he sl
a sign on a subway or the language of a presidential spee.ch—ls to foculf I t}f oric ays.
Like analysis in general, rhetorical analysis asks wh?t things mean, why they t;rz “
they are and do what they do. But rhetorical analysis asl.cs thess que'st101f1fs vzl i
primary question always foregrounded: how does the_thmg achieve ltsIeiy ects I
audience? Rhetorical analysis asks not just what do I think, but what am I being inv
j eans?
: ﬂg’;lz(:vg{f?i;:ﬁgi}:l?zt :1mmary is to concentrate on rhetorical maftters. If,
for example, you were asked to discuss th.e maj:or discov‘eries that ‘li?ar»:iln mzii;
on The Beagle, you could avoid simply listing his conclusions by rel irect I;xg 3; -
attention to how he proceeds. You could choose to‘focus, f0f example, on d'tir st
use of the scientific method, examining how he builds z?nd, in some cal;e§, isc e
hypotheses. Or you might select several passages that 1ll'ustrate hofw. arntrm cp; .
ceeded from evidence to conclusion and then rank the‘m in order' o’ nlrllp(l)(r1 an—the
the overall theory. Notice that in shifting the emphasis to. Darwm‘s thin n;gment)
how and why—you would not be excluding the what (the information comp

from your discussion.




