EVALUATING IDEAS
An Introduction
to Critical Reading

The selections in this book demand a careful and attentive read-

ing The @thors, whose wor ve changed The way we view our
world, our institutions, and ourselves, make every effort to comrnuy-

and subtle, and we must train ourselves to read them sensitively, re-
Sponsively, and critically. Critical reading is basic for approaching
the essays in this book. Indeed, it is fundamenta] for approaching
any reading material that desetves serious attention

Reading critically means reading activel : ioni mises

g logUe With the author. These skills & er from the
passive reception we employ when we watch television or read light-
weight materials, Being an active, participating reader makes it possi-
ble for us to derive the most from good books,

Critical reading involves most of the following processes:

* Prereading Developing a sense of what the piece is about and
what its general PUrposes seem to be. :

* Annotating  Using a pencil or a pen to mark those Passages that
seem important enough to retum to later. Annotations establish
a dialogue between you and the author,

* Questioning Raising issues that you feel need to be taken into
consideration. These may be issues that you believe the author
has treated either wel] of badly and that you feel are important.
Questioning can be part of the annotation process.

Reviewing Rereading your annotations ang underlinings in order
10 grasp the entire “picture” of what you've just read. Sometimes




writing a summary of the piece as you review makes the mean-
ing even clearer.

* Forming your own ideas Reviewing what you have read, evalu-
ating the way that the writer presents the issues, and developing
your own views on the issues. This is the final step.

THE PROCESS OF CRITICAL READING

Prereading

Before you read a particular selection, you may find it useful -

to turn to the beginning of the part in which it appears. There you
will find an introduction discussing the broader issues and ques-
tions central to all the selections in the part. This may help you to
focus your thoughts and formulate your-opinions.as you read the
essays themselves. .

~ Begin any selection in this book by reading its headnote. Each
headnote supplies Tristorical background on the writer, sets the intel-
lectual stage for the ideas discussed in the essay, and comments on the
writer’s main points. The second part of each headnote introduces the
main rhetorical or stylistic methods that the writer uses to communi-
cate his’her thoughts. In the process of reading the headnote, you will
develop an overview that helps prepare you for reading the essay.

This kind of preparation is typical of critical reading, It makes the
task of reading more delightful, more useful, and much easier- A re-
view of the headnote to Niccold Machiavelli and part of his essay “The
Qualities of the Prince” will illustrate the usefulness of such prepara-
tion. This essay appears in Part One— Government~—so the content
can already be expected to be concerned with styles of government.
The introduction to Machiavelli provides the following points, each
followed here by the number of the paragraph in which it appears:

Machiavelli was an Italian aristocrat in Renaissance Ttaly. (1)

Machiavelli describes the qualities necessary for a prince —that
is, any ruler—to maintain power. (2)

A weak Italy was prey to the much stronger France and Spain at

this time. (2) -

Machiavelli recommends securing power by whatever means
necessary and maintaining it. (3)

His concern for moralizing or acting out of high moral principle:
is not great. (3)

He supports questionable means of becoming and remaining
prince. (3}

Machiavelli does not fret over the means used to achieve his
ends and sometimes advocates repression, imprisonment, and
torture. (3)

Machiavelli has been said to have a cynical view of human na-
ture, (4)

His rhetorical method is to discuss both sides of an issue: cru-
elty and mercy, liberality and stinginess. (8)

He uses aphorisms to persuade the reader that he is saying
something wise and true. (9}

‘With these observations in mind, the reader knows that the selec-
tion that follows will be concemed with governance in Renaissance
Italy. The question of ends versus means is central to Machiavelli's ’
discussion, and he does not idealize people and their general good-
ness. Yet because of Machiavelli’s rhetorical methods, particularly
his use of aphorism,’ the reader can expect that Machiavelli’s argu-
ment will be exceptionally persuasive.

Thus, as a critical reader, you will be well advised to keep track
of these basic statements from the headnote. You need not accept all.
of them, but you should certainly be alert to the issues that will

probably be central 1o your experience of the essay. Remember: it is*

just as reasonable to question the headnote as it is to question the
essay itself,

Before reading the essay in detail, you might develop an overview
of its meaning by. scanning it quickly. In the case of “The Qualities of
the Prince,” note the subheadings, such as “On Those Things for
Which Men, and Particularly Princes, Are Praised or Blamed.” Check-
ing each of the subheadings before you read the entire piece might
provide you with a map or guide to the essay.

Each passage is preceded by two or three prereading questions.
These are designed to help you keep two or three points in mind as
you read. Each of these questions focuses your attention on an im-

portant idea or interpretation in the passage. For Machiavelli the®

questions are:

1. Why does Machiavelli praise skill in warfare in his opening A

pages? How does that skill aid a prince?
2. Isit better for a prince to be loved or to be feared?

laphorism A short, pithy statement of truth.



L,

In each case 2 key element in Machiavelli’s argument is the cen-
ter of each question. By watching for the answer to these questions
you will find yourself focusing on some of the most important as-
pects of the passage.

Annotating and Questioning

As you rea annotations establish a_dialogue be-
tween you and the author, You can underline or highlight important

statements that you feel help clarify the author's position. They may
be statements to which you will want to refer later. Think of them as
serving one overriding purpose: to make it possible for you 1o re-

. view the piece and understand its key points without having 1o

reread it entirely.

Your dialogue with the author will be most visible in the mar-
gins of the essay, which is one reason the margins in this book are so
generous. Take issue with key points or note your assent-—the more
you annotate, the more you free your imagination to develop your
own ideas. My own methods involve notat] agreement and
disagreement. 1 annotate thoroq Y, so that after a quick second
glance I know what the author is saying as well as what | thought of
the essay when 1 read it closely. My annotations help me keep the
major points fresh in my mind.

Annotation keeps track both of what the author says and of what
our responses are. No one can reduce annotation to a formula—we
all do it differently—but it is not a passive act. Reading with a pen-
¢il or a pen in hand should become second nature. Without annota.
tions, you often have to reread entire sections of an essay to remem-
ber an argument that once was clear and understandable but after
time has become part of the fabric of the prose and thus “invisible ”
Annotation is the conquest of the invisible; it provides a quick view
of the main points.

When you annotate,

* Read with a pen or a pencil.

* Underline key sentences— for example, definitions and state-
ments of purpose.

* Underline key words that appear often.
* Note the topic of Paragraphs in the margins.
* Ask questions in the margins,

* Make notes in the margins to remind yourself to develop ideas
later.
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* Mark passages you might want to quote later.
* Keep track of points with which you disagree.

Some sample annotations follow, again from the second essay in
the book, Niccolé Machiavelli’s “The Qualities of the Prince.” A
sixieenth-century text in translation, The Prince is challenging to
work with, My annotations appear in the form of underlinings and
marginal comments and questions, Only the first few paragraphs ap-
pear here, but the entire essay is annotated in my copy of the book.

A Prince’s Duty Concerning Military Matters

A prince, therefore, must not have any other
object nor any other thought, nor must he take

The prince’s anything as his profession but war, its institutions,
profession and its discipline; because that is the only profes-
should be war.

sion which befits one who commands; and it is of
such importance that not only does it maintain
those who were born princes, but many times it
enables men of private station to rise to that posi-
tion; and, on the other hand, it is evident that
when princes have given more thought to personal
luxuries than to arms, they have lost their state.
And the first way to lose it is to neglect this art; and
the way to acquire it is to be well versed in this art.
Examples Francesco Sforza became Duke of Milan from

being a private citizen because he was armed; his

sons, since they avoided the inconveniences of arms,

became private citizens afier having been dukes. For,

among the other bad effects i causes, being dis-
Being disarmed  armed makes you despised; this is one of those in-

makes you famies a prince should guard himself against, as
4:5}"904-?’5 will be treated below: for between an armed and an
this true

unarmed man there is no comparison whatsoever,
and it is not reasonable for an armed man to obey
an unarmed man willingly, nor that an unarmed
man should be safe among armed servants; since,
when the former is suspicious and the latter are
coutemptuous, it is impossible for them to work
well together. And therefore, a prince who does not
understand military matters, besides the other mis-
fortunes already noted, cannot be esteemed by his
own soldiers, nor can he trust ther.



Training:
action/mind

Knowledge of
terrain

Two benefits

He must, therefore, never raise his thought
from this exercise of war, and in peacetime he must
train himself more than in time of war; this can be
done in two ways: one by action, the other by the
mind. And as far as actions are concerned, besides
keeping his soldiers well disciplined and trained,
he must always be out hunting, and must accustom
his body to hardships in this manner; and he must
also learn the nature of the terrain, and know how
mountains slope, how valleys open, how plains lie,
and understand the nature of rivers and swamps;
and he should devote much attention to such activ-
ities. Such knowledge is useful in two ways: first,
one learns to know one’s own country and can
better understand how to defend it; second, with
the knowledge and experience of the terrain, one
can easily comprehend the characteristics of any
other terrain that it is necessary to explore for the
first time; for the hills, valleys, plains, rivers, and
swamps of Tuscany, for instance, have certain sim-
ilarities to those of other provinces; so that by
knowing the lay of the land in one province one
can easily understand it in others. And a prince
who lacks this ability lacks the most important
quality in a leader; because this skill teaches you
to find the enemy, choose a campsite, lead troops,
organize them for battle, and besiege towns o
your own advantage.

[There follow the examples of Philopoemon,
who was always observing terrain for its military
usefulness, and a recommendation that princes
read histories and learn from them. Three para-
graphs are omitted.}

On Those Things for Which Men,
and Particularly Princes, Are Praised or Blamed

Now there remains to be examined what
should be the methods and procedures of a prince
in dealing with his subjects and friends. And be-
cause I know that many have written about this, 1
am afraid that by writing about it again I shall be
thought of as presumptuous, since in discussing this

Those who are
good at all
times come to
ruin among
those who are
nhot good.

Prince must
learn how not
to be good.

Note the
prince’s reputa-
tion,

Prince must
avoid
reputation for
the worst vices.

material 1 depart radically from the procedures of
others. But since my intention is to write something
useful for anyone who understands it, it seemed
more suitable to me 1o search after the effectual
truth of the matter rather than its imagined one.
And many writers have imagined for themselves re-
publics and principalities that have never been
seen nor known to exist in reality; for there is such
a gap between how one lives and how one ought to
live that anyone who abandons what is done for
what ought to be done leams his ruin rather than
his preservation: for a man who wishes 1o make
a vocation of being good at all times will come to
ruin among so many who are not good. Hence
it is necessary for a prince who wishes to maintain
his position to learn how not to be good, and to
use this knowledge or not to use it according to
necessity.

Leaving aside, therefore, the imagined things
concerning a prince, and taking into account those
that are true, I say that all men, when they are spo-
ken of, and particularly princes, since they are
placed on a higher level, are judged by some of these
qualities which bring them either blame or praise.
And this is why one is considered generous, another
miserly {to use a Tuscan word, since “avaricious” in
our language is still used to mean one who wishes to
acquire by means of theft; we call “miserly” one who
excessively avoids using what he has); one is consid-
ered a giver, the other rapacious; one cruel, another
merciful; one treacherous, another faithful; one
efferninate and cowardly, another bold and coura-
geous; one humane, another haughty; one lascivious,
another chaste; one trustworthy, another cunning;
one harsh, another lenient; one serious, another friv-
olous; one religious, another unbelieving; and the
like. And I know that everyone will admit that it
would be a very praiseworthy thing to find in a
prince, of the qualities mentioned above, those that
are held to be good, but since it is neither possible io
have them nor to observe them all completely, be-
cause human nature does not permit it, a prince must
be prudent enough to know how to escape the bad
reputation of those vices that would lose the state




for him, and must protect himself from those that
will not lose it for him, if this is possible; but if

Some vices he cannot, he need not concern himself unduly if he
may be needed ignores these less serious vices. And, moreover, he
to hold the need not worry about incurring the bad reputation
state. True? of those vices without which it would be difficuit to

hold o ———ruen it would be difficuit to

hold his state; since, carefully taking everything into
Some virtues account, one will discover that something which

may end In appears 10 be a virtue, if ursued, will end in his
destruction, destruction; while some other thing which seems to
be 2 vice, if pursued, will result in his safety and his
well-being, '
Reviewing

~ shows that the following ideas are crucial to Machiavelli’s thinking:
*. The prince’s profession shouid be war, so the most successful
princes are probably experienced in the military.

* 1f they do not Pay attention to military matters, princes will lose
their power.

* Being disarmed makes the prince despised.

* The prince should be in constant training,

* The prince needs a sound knowledge of terrain.

* Machiavelli says he tells us what is true, not what ought 1o be true,

* Those who are always good will-come to ruin among those who
are not good.

* To remain in power, the prince must learn how not to be good.

* The prince should avoid the worst vices in order not to harm .

his reputation,
To maintain power, some vices may be necessary,
* Some virtues may end in destruction.
Putting Machiavelli’s ideas in this raw form does an injustice to

his skill as a writer, but annotation is designed to result in such sum-
mary statements. We can see that there are some constant themes,

such as the insistence that the prince be a military person. As the
headnote tells us, in Machiavelli’s day Italy was a group of rival city-
states, and France, a larger, united nation, was invading these states
one by one. Machiavelli dreamed that one powerful prince, such as
his favorite, Cesare Borgia, could fight the French and save laly. He
emphasized the importance of the military because he lived in an age
in which war was a constant threat.

Machiavelli anticipates the complaints of pacifists — those who

armed. He clearly expects these examples to be persuasive.

A second important theme pervading Machiavelli's essay is his
view on moral behavior. For Machiavelli, being in power is much
more important than being virtuous. He is quick to admit that vice is

- not desirable and that the worst vices will harm the prince’s reputa-

tion. But he also says that the Prince need not worry about the “less

bad reputation by practicing vices that are necessary if he wishes 1o
hold his state. In the same spirit, Machiavelli tells us that there are
some virtues that might lead to the destruction of the prince.

.

Forming Your Own 1deas

One o ' fs ' exts in thi
book critically is to enable you to develop your own pesitions on is-

sues that these writers raise. Identifying an main
ideas s only the first step: the next step in critical reading is evaluar.
ing those 1deas. T
> you might ask whether Machiavelli's ideas have any

relevance for today. After all, he wrote nearly five hundred years ago
and times have changed. You might fee] that Machiavelli was relevant
strictly during the Italian Renaissance or, alternatively, that his princi-
ples are timeless and haye something to teach every age. For most
people, Machiavelli is a political philosopher whose views are useful

* Should rulers always be members of the military? Should they
always be armed? Should the ruler of a nation firs; demonstrate
- -competence s a military, leader?



» Should rulers ignore virtue and practice vice when it is conve-
nient?

In his commentary on government, Lao-tzu offers different ad-
vice from Machiavelli because his assumptions are that the ruler
ought to respect the rights of individuals. For Lao-tzu the waging of
war is an annoying, essentially wasteful activity. Machiavelli, on the
other hand, never questions the usefulness of war: to him, it is basic
to government. As a critical reader, you can take issue with such an
assumption, and in doing so you will deepen your understanding of
Machiavelli.

if we were to follow Machiavelli’s advice, then we would choose
American presidents on the basis of whether or not they had been
good military leaders. Among those we would not have chosen might
be Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and Franklin Delano Roose-
velt. Those who were high-ranking military men include George
Washington, Ulysses S. Grant, and Dwight D. Eisenhower. If you fol-
lowed Machiavelli’s rhetorical technique of using examples to convince
your audience, you could choose from either group 1o prove your case.

Of course, there are examples from other nations. It has been
common since the 1930s to see certain leaders dressed in their mili-
Mdary uniforms: Benito Mussolini (ltaly), Adolf Hitler (Germany),
- Joseph Stalin (the Soviet Union), I1di Amin (Uganda), Muammar
, al-Qaddafi (Libya), Saddam Hussein (Iraq). These are all tyrants who

tormented their citizens and their neighbors. That gives us something

to think about. Should a president dress in full military regalia all the

time? Is that a good image for the ruler of a free nation to project?
\ Do you want a ruler, then, who is usually virtuous but embraces
vice when it is necessary? This is a very difficult question to answer.
President Richard Nixon tried to hide the Watergate break-in scagidal,
President Ronald Reagan did not reveal the details of the Iran-Contra
scandal, and President Bill Clinton lied about his relations with Mon--
ica Lewinsky. Yet all these presidents are noted for important achieve-
ments while in office. How might Machiavelli have handled these
problems differently? How much truthfulness do we expect from our
presidents? How much do we deserve?

These are only a few of the questions that are raised by my an-
notations in the few pages from Machiavelli examined here. Many
other issues could be uncovered by these annotations, and many
more from subsequent pages of the essay. Critical reading can be a
powerful means by which to open what you read to discovery and
discussion.

nce you begin a line of questioning, the ways in which you_.
_think aboutap gin expanding,. You find yourself with more

ideas of your own that have grown in response to those you have
Teen reading about. Reading critically, I OET Words, gives you an
enormous TeTan on your investment of time. 1f you have the chance
to investigate your responses to the assumptions and underlying
premises of passages such as Machiavelli’s, you will be able to refine
your thinking even further. For example, if you agree with Machiavelli
that rulers should be successful military leaders for whom small vices
may be useful at times, and you find yourself in a position to argue
with someone who feels Machiavelli is mistaken in this view, then
you will have a good opportunity to evaluate the soundness of your
thinking. You will have a chance to see your own assumptions and
arguments tested.

In many ways, this entire book is about such opportunities. The

essays that follow offex you powerful ideas from great thinkers. They

invite you to participate in their thoughts, exercise your own knowl-

dge and assumptions, and arrive at your own conciusions. Basically,
that 15 the meang of eAUCALON.




