Summary and Commentary, English 1310
Find a magazine article in one of the magazines on the attached list and write a summary of it that is about one-tenth of the length of the source. The article you choose does not have to be a cover story, but I would like it to be four pages or longer (about 2400 words or longer), and it may be easier to find an appropriate article by shopping for cover stories. After you write the summary, I will look for your commentary on the article, a commentary whose length will be about equal to that of your summary.

 

In your summary, start with the most important element of the source essay. You will probably want to organize your summary such that it progresses from most-important-idea to ideas of lesser importance, rather than organizing it from beginning of the essay to the end. At the very least, consider the idea of the "executive summary": the one- or two-sentence version of the essay (probably another way of saying the essay's thesis). (This is for the executive who is too busy even to read a summary!) That one- or two-sentence version is where your finished essay should begin, but you may not yet know how to phrase it when you are at the beginning of your writing process.

 

Include heavy attribution to the author of your source essay. Most sentences in your summary should have it. Try to attend to most of the paragraphs in the source essay. If you skip some, skip them not because you have failed to understand them but because you have considered them and you think that they do not warrant inclusion in a condensed version.

 

Remember that paraphrase will usually be superior to quotation in an essay like this, partly because paraphrase proves that you have digested the material, partly because paraphrase enables you to combine elements from disparate parts of your source essay.

 

In your commentary, consider some of the following questions: (1) How does the author gain your trust, or fail to gain your trust? (2) What is the target audience for this essay? (3) Where does the author most reveal assumptions that he or she makes about what values the audience is likely to share with him or her (this author)? (4) What are some of the unstated assumptions at work in the essay, perhaps the warrants for its argument? (5) What is not here that could be? (6) Do you agree with the author's position in this essay? (7) Does the essayist use any language that you think is too loaded, even for an argumentative piece? (8) [especially for essays that are less explicitly argumentative] How does the essay frame the debate between two views that it presents as extreme, and thus guide you to a safe middle ground? Or does it? Do the extreme views get the same degree of objective consideration?

 

Due date: Oct. 8. A draft of the summary part is due Oct. 4.

Here are some of the magazines you can consult:

American Enterprise

American Scholar

Atlantic

Commentary

Foreign Affairs

Harper’s

Mother Jones

Ms.

Nation

National Review

New Republic

New Scientist

New York Times Magazine

New York Review of Books

New Yorker

Scientific American

Technology Review

Tikkun

