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Reading Critical Articles: A Quick Guide
Whatever discipline you choose for a major, you'll need to become well-versed in reading scholarly and professional articles in that field as a way of understanding what your colleagues are talking about now and what issues are interesting them currently. Even if you don't major in a field, you'll be frequently expected during your college career to be able to read about and understand current and past research in that field. 

With that in mind, I'm hoping this simple guide to reading critical work in literary studies will help you not only within the realm of this class but also with your other courses.

When you read an article or book-length study, you should be clear about the following: 

1. Understanding the Audience: Who is the audience for the piece (and by this I don't just mean generally but also precisely). If you imagine published articles to be a conversation -- one taking place in print over a period of months or years, but still a conversation -- which experts are being called to table? Who is the writer trying to convince?

2. Understanding the Conversation's History: Usually, any article or book will engage in what's called a review of past scholarship. Through it, you'll be able to tell what's been argued in the past -- and therefore where the current writer is inserting himself or herself into the critical conversation. Just because something published in 1975 feels now like it's old news doesn't mean it was old news then, because back then what was popularly understood about a given issue (whether the politics of Pride and Prejudice or the effect of interest rates on GNP) was also different.

3. Understanding the Steps of the Argument: Even if you don't have all the background and haven't read the previous work, you should still be able to figure out what the steps of the argument are. From this, you should also be able to understand on what logical leaps the argument depends. Most arguments are like ladders: composed of many steps, with each step depending on the one previously made. Your own essays should do this as well. But in this article, where are the steps most tenuous? most convincing? And on the way, can you discern on what assumptions the writer is depending? Sometimes, this is the easiest way to gain a critical distance on an otherwise persuasive argument. 

4. Not Reading Their Parts for the Whole: Another way that you can begin to gain a foothold in reading an article is to think about what passages or parts of the evidence the argument depends upon the most. On what does the argument lean hardest? Can you, by directing your gaze to other data (to other parts of, say, of a novel or poem) arrive at different conclusions? These counter-examples matter -- and while they shouldn't lead you to dismiss what you're reading, they should allow you to arrive at a better place yourself than you occupied when you began the article (which is the reason we read one another and speak to one another in the first place!)

