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Critique:
In class, we’ll go over why a summary is fundamental to the ability to write a good critique.  You should write a complete summary FIRST, and then from that summary, choose your focus for your critique of the book.

For example, from my summary, I could go in a few directions:  

1.  In the first chapter of the book (and then throughout the text) Rivoli argues that there is a complex network of intertwining industries and policies that create the possibility for the United States to stay on top of the cotton markets:   “in the united states, the farms work, the market works, the government works, the science works, and the universities work, and all of these elements work together in a type of virtuous circle that is decades away for the poorest countries in the world” (7), and Rivoli also argues that “U.S. cotton growers have since the beginning been embedded in a set of institutions that insulate them from the full strength of a variety of market forces” (7).  Rivoli also says the following:  “While critics of U.S. agricultural policy are quick to point the finger at U.S. cotton subsidies as the source of American advantage, the removal of the subsidies would do little—at least in the short term—to develop the literacy, property rights, commercial infrastructure, and scientific progress required to take on Nelson Reinsch in world markets.  Activists at Oxfam would do well to take on these causes as well.” (54).

What do I think of not only her assessment of the problem but also her sense of what I as a ‘fringe activist’ might explore—the literacy, property rights, commercial infrastructure, and scientific progress required to take on world markets?

2. Iris Dement has this song, Living in the Wasteland of the Free.  While it’s much longer than this excerpt, here’s the lyrics I want to play with:


We got preachers dealing in politics and diamond mines
and their speech is growing increasingly unkind
They say they are Christ's disciples
but they don't look like Jesus to me
and it feels like I am living in the wasteland of the free

We got politicians running races on corporate cash
Now don't tell me they don't turn around and kiss them peoples' ass
You may call me old-fashioned
but that don't fit my picture of a true democracy
and it feels like I am living in the wasteland of the free

We got CEO's making two hundred times the workers' pay
but they'll fight like hell against raising the minimum wage
and If you don't like it, mister, they'll ship your job
to some third-world country 'cross the sea
and it feels like I am living in the wasteland of the free

She wrote this song many years ago.  After reading this book, what impact do I think Rivoli’s arguments would have on the way I see Dement’s argument?   Does Rivoli adequately address this issue of shipping jobs overseas and connecting it to the widening gap between the rich and the poor in terms of wage possibilities.

3. Rivoli takes up this metaphor about the gazelles and the lions: gazelles win by running faster and smarter than the competition, but the lions win by catching and eating their prey” (53) and then uses it to talk about our shameful histories and our histories of which we can be proud.  Does she adequately address the issues people face when in hardship?

(thinking of this quotation:  “to understand China’s victory in the race today, to understand why American cotton travels so far to become a T-shirt, and ultimately to decide whether the race to the bottom (or perhaps to the top) is a good thing or a bad thing, something to be stopped or facilitated, let us examine the course of the race itself.  Where did it start?  Where does it end?  What happens to the winners and losers?  And what about the young women eating thin rice gruel?” (72)

.  

Now, these are my concerns.  If you all wrote on these topics, you would all be forced into my brain, into the issues that I’m triggered by, and I would be looking at 30 or 40 arguments all on the same topic (which is not a lot of room to wiggle!)
But you don’t have to follow my topics (though I’m providing them as a safety net for those of you who struggle to figure out what you want to write and why….)

How to write your own prompt:

Instead, I’d like to see you develop your own focus for your review of the book.  It’s an easy thing to do…as you do the work of writing down what she’s saying, chapter by chapter, as you work on your summary, some issues may stick out for you.  In the first prompt, above, I take a main argument (about why Texas is good at what it does), move it against another argument (what role the fringe activists play) and then say…what do I think of her argument.  You can do this too.  Find an argument that she’s making, and decide what you think of that argument.

In my second prompt, I went looking for someone who had some other perspective on the free market—one about the problems with the gap in incomes between the CEOs and the worker bees.  Then I put that against what Rivoli argues, just to see, what do I think.  Which argument holds more merit.

In the third, I try to deal with the way she handles painful topics—what we think about slavery, what we think about our current trade in illegal immigrants.  Just to see…what do I think.

You don’t have to use these tricks, but you want to find a way to critique the text.  You need to focus in on something…maybe the free market economy, maybe  the way she writes the text, maybe the tone she uses.  Whatever you find to critique, develop a plan for making it clear to your reader what you think of the text.

Summaries versus Critiques:

Most evaluators of critiques want to be sure that you understand the text, so take the time to summarize what the text is doing first, as preparation for your writing of the critique.  Your critique should not be primarily a summary of the text.  Your critique should shape an argument that draws on summary MINIMALLY and only as necessary to make the points you want to make.  

What you hand in:

Hand in any drafting, any brainstorming, any idea making that you did.  (Print it out if you worked on the computer).  A final version of the critique.  With one inch margins, font should be arial 10 point, your name in the upper left hand corner (follow mla guidelines).  Any sources need to be attached to the back of the final version of the paper, along with a works cited page.

You will be graded on the quality of your thoughts, on your ability to demonstrate an understanding of her arguments, and on the arrangement of your argument.

