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C ONTENTS
P REFACE xxi
A CKNOWLEDGMENTS xxiii
R EADING T HE N ORTON R EADER xxv
W RITING WITH T HE N ORTON R EADER xxxvii
1. H OME AND F AMILY 1

J OAN D IDION • On Going Home 2

“Sometimes I think that those of us who are now in our thirties
were born into the last generation to carry the burden of ‘home,’
to find in family life the source of all tension and drama.”

* M ICHELLE Z AUNER • Crying in H Mart 5

“Within the past five years, I lost both my aunt and mother to
cancer. So, when I go to H Mart, I’m not just on the hunt for
cuttlefish and three bunches of scallions for a buck; I’m searching
for their memory.”

* J ASON R EYNOLDS • Between Us: A Reckoning with My Mother
11

“At twenty-two years old, I left my mother in a potentially fatal
surgery so I could do what could’ve been done a day, a week,
even a month later.”

S COTT R USSELL S ANDERS • Under the Influence 16

“My father drank. He drank as a gut-punched boxer gasps for
breath, as a starving dog gobbles food—compulsively, secretly, in
pain and trembling.”

J OY C ASTRO • Grip 27



“A bad neighborhood. An infant child. A Ruger GP .357 with
speed-loader.”
* L ESLIE J AMISON • In the Shadow of a Fairy Tale: On Becoming
a Stepmother 28

“Love is effort and desire—not a sentimental story line about easy
or immediate attachment, but the complicated bliss of joined
lives: ham-and-guacamole sandwiches, growing pains at
midnight, car seats covered in vomit.”

* S ANDRA S TEINGRABER • Always Knew I Was Adopted; Just
Found Out I’m Gay 40

“As for discovering I’m gay: it’s as if I’m holding in my hands a
copy of my original birth certificate. Unsealed at last. This is who
I am.”

J UDITH O RTIZ C OFER • More Room 47

“My grandmother’s house is like a chambered nautilus; it has
many rooms, yet it is not a mansion.”

D IANA A BU- J ABER • Lamb Two Ways 50

“Cakes and cookies are exalted—a gift of both labor and
sweetness—so good a smart woman is willing to give herself to
them.”

R ACHEL P IEH J ONES • A Muslim, a Christian, and a Baby Named
“God” 54

“Amaal announced that she and God could not recuperate at my
home. My isolated, American-culture house was too quiet, too
lonely. . . .”

* K IESE L AYMON • Bedtime Songs 62



“[B]edtime songs, my body, and my truck are physical links
between New York and Mississippi, between a home I was given
and a home I made.”

2. T RADITIONS 64
* E MILY F OX G ORDON • An Atheist’s Lament 65

“Like my parents, I’m a lifelong atheist. I arrived at disbelief not
through an exercise of reason—though I did do that—but because
it was passed on to me as a family tradition.”

A NITA D IAMANT • The Orange on the Seder Plate 72

“The orange on the seder plate is both a playful and a reverent
symbol of Judaism’s ability to adapt and thrive. It also celebrates
the abundant diversity of creation.”

M AYA A NGELOU • Graduation 74

“Graduation, the hush-hush magic time of frills and gifts and
congratulations and diplomas, was finished for me before my
name was called. The accomplishment was nothing.”

* H ANIF A BDURRAQIB • Blood Summer, In Three Parts. 83

“Survival is truly a language in which the Black matriarch is
fluent. Much like this country’s violence, there is no survival in
this country that can be divorced from this country’s history.”

* A NNETTE G ORDON- R EED • On Juneteenth 90

“The day appeared to me as the first part of a one-two summer
punch, June 19 followed closely by July 4—the holiday expressly
for Black Texans and the other holiday for all Americans.”

A. B ARTLETT G IAMATTI • The Green Fields of the Mind 100

“The game begins in the spring, when everything else begins
again, and it blossoms in the summer . . . and then as soon as the



chill rains come, it stops and leaves you to face the fall alone.”
E. B. W HITE • Once More to the Lake 103

“Summertime, oh summertime, pattern of life indelible, the fade-
proof lake, the woods unshatterable, the pasture with the
sweetfern and the juniper forever and ever, summer without end .
. .”

D AVID J OY • Hunting Camp 108

“At camp we hold on to tradition, and as the moon rises behind
the pines, the old men talk and I listen. Deep down I know it
won’t last, that it can’t, so I linger on every word.”

T ERESA L UST • The Same Old Stuffing 110

“Before you set out to revamp your Thanksgiving meal, it pays to
consider all the repercussions.”

T ATÉ W ALKER • The (Native) American Dream 116

“The American dream . . . doesn’t work on the reservation.”
3. C ARING FOR S ELF, C ARING FOR O THERS 123

* J OHN G REEN • Harvey 124

“I still become enveloped by the abject pain of hopelessness. But
hope is singing all the while. It’s just that again and again and
again, I must relearn how to listen.”

M ATT DE LA P EÑA • Why We Shouldn’t Shield Children from
Darkness 128

“Maybe instead of anxiously trying to protect our children from
every little hurt and heartache, our job is to simply support them
through such experiences.”

* C HERYL S TRAYED • The Black Arc of It 131



“The stones I once gave my mother have scattered, replaced by
the stones my children give to me.”
D AISY H ERNÁNDEZ • Envidia 134

“The irony about the evil eye is that while it lurked everywhere in
my childhood, no one admitted to having it.”

* U RSULA M URRAY H USTED • Koan 139

“Your wings are the ones given to you and they can be hard to
use.”

* R OSS G AY • Tomato on Board 143

“When we got bumpy I put my hand on the li’l guy’s container,
careful not to snap another arm off.”

* S.E. SMITH • The Beauty of Spaces Created for and by Disabled
People 145

“Canes dangle from seat backs and a gilded prosthetic leg gleams
under the safety lights.”

* E LLEN W AYLAND- S MITH • Natural Magic 148

“Like rude party guests, your cells have ceased to behave. They
do not wait for the proper signal from the host to invite more
friends, but multiply with raucous abandon, overrunning the
house.”

* J AMES D ENSLEY AND J ILLIAN P ETERSON • The Steps We Can
Take to Reduce Mass Shootings in America 155

“Mass shooters are not them. They are us—boys and men we
know. Our children. Our students. Our colleagues.”

* A SAM A HMAD • A Note on Call-Out Culture and When Calling
Out Makes Sense 158



“There are ways of calling people out that are compassionate and
creative, and that recognize the whole individual instead of
viewing them simply as representations of the systems from
which they benefit.”

4. S ELF AND S OCIETY 163
K WAME A NTHONY A PPIAH • Go Ahead, Speak for Yourself 164

“What does it signify when people use this now ubiquitous
formula (‘As a such-and-such, I . . .’) to affix an identity to an
observation?”

* R AFAEL W ALKER • Who Gets to Write about Whom? 168

“After answering the question of whether artists can successfully
make art transcending their sociological standpoints, we are left
wondering whether they should.”

J OSE A NTONIO V ARGAS • My Life as an Undocumented
Immigrant 173

“[E]ven though I think of myself as an American and consider
America my country, my country doesn’t think of me as one of its
own.”

V IET T HANH N GUYEN • from The Displaced 182

“I was born a citizen and a human being. At four years of age I
became something less than human, at least in the eyes of those
who do not think of refugees as being human.”

H ENRY L OUIS G ATES J R. • In the Kitchen 185

“Everybody I knew . . . wanted to have good hair. You could be as
ugly as homemade sin dipped in misery and still be thought
attractive if you had good hair.”

* E SMÉ W EIJUN W ANG • The Stalker and the Nightgown 191



“After the stalker, a few weeks after my mother, brother, and I
returned to our home, patrol cars drove by on occasion, and then
they stopped coming. My father flew back from China. In our
beds, we slept.”
* A NN P ATCHETT • There Are No Children Here 194

“Does my choice not to have children mean I judge your choices,
your children? That I think my life is in some way superior? It
does not. What it means is that I don’t want children. . . . That’s
all it means.”

J OEY F RANKLIN • Working at Wendy’s 210

“As I hand the manager my résumé, I realize it is a mistake. He
doesn’t want to know my service experience, or my academic
references, or my GPA. All he wants to know is if I can spell my
name correctly.”

I AN F RAZIER • Take the F 216

“Like many Americans, I fear living in a nowhere, in a place that
is no-place; in Brooklyn, that doesn’t trouble me at all.”

* E LIZABETH A LEXANDER • from The Trayvon Generation 223

“The photographs capture the sitters with the formality of
remembrance, some of the millions of not-dead separated from
society. If we forget them, we will not understand who, in total,
we are.”

S HERRY T URKLE • The End of Forgetting 231

“What do we forget when we talk to machines—and what can we
remember?”

* J IA T OLENTINO • The I in the Internet 241



“The everyday madness perpetuated by the internet is the
madness of this architecture, which positions personal identity as
the center of the universe.”

5. B ODY L ANGUAGE 257
* F RANS DE W AAL • from Mama’s Last Hug 258

“Without pattern recognition, observation remains unfocused and
random. It would be like watching a sport that you’ve never
played and don’t know much about.”

M ARGARET A TWOOD • The Female Body 265

“Look around, there’s a wide range. Take my own, for instance.”

* R HEA E WING • Language 269

“I want to be seen and understood in a certain way by other
people.”

Z ORA N EALE H URSTON • How It Feels to Be Colored Me 286

“Among the thousand white persons, I am a dark rock surged
upon, and overswept, but through it all, I remain myself.”

C LAUDIA R ANKINE • from Citizen 290

“What does a victorious or defeated black woman’s body in a
historically white space look like?”

G ARNETTE C ADOGAN • Black and Blue 297

“Walking—the simple, monotonous act of placing one foot before
the other to prevent falling—turns out not to be so simple if
you’re black.”

J ENNIFER L. E BERHARDT • Seeing Each Other 306

“That cringe-worthy expression ‘ They all look alike ’ has long
been considered the province of the bigot. But it is actually a



function of biology and exposure.”
N ANCY M AIRS • On Being a Cripple 312

“I am a cripple. I choose this word to name me.”

* J UNE E RIC- U DORIE • When You Are Waiting to Be Healed 322

“I was a disabled black girl. The truth, for many years, sat at the
entrance of my throat—a lump so large that I could start breathing
and living in my body only when I was finally able to swallow
and accept it.”

R OXANE G AY • What Fullness Is 326

“I had to accept that I could change my fat body faster than this
culture will change how it views, treats, and accommodates fat
bodies. And I had to do so while recognizing that losing weight
wasn’t actually going to make me happier. . . .”

A MY S EQUENZIA • Loud Hands: I Speak Up with My Fingers 335

“We have loud hands and we want to be heard.”
6. L ANGUAGE AND C OMMUNITY 339

G EORGE O RWELL • Politics and the English Language 340

“Most people who bother with the matter at all would admit that
the English language is in a bad way, but it is generally assumed
that we cannot by conscious action do anything about it.”

* G LORIA A NZALDÚA • How to Tame a Wild Tongue 351

“I remember being caught speaking Spanish at recess—that was
good for three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler.”

N GŨGĨ WA T HIONG’O • Decolonizing the Mind 360

“For colonialism this involved two aspects of the same process:
the destruction or the deliberate undervaluing of people’s culture,



their art, dances, religions, history, geography, education, orature
and literature, and the conscious elevation of the language of the
colonizer.”
* J OHN M C W HORTER • Profanity and Shit 368

“The truth is that shit is a defective verb. It has no unironic,
vanilla past tense form that doesn’t make you giggle a bit. . . .”

* M OLLY M C C ULLY B ROWN • Something’s Wrong with Me 379

“Language is my medium. It is the thing that has borne me up and
out of every valley, the thing that has tied me to other people and
made my life large.”

* J OAN N AVIYUK K ANE • Passing through Danger 384

“We left a place that was not healthy. We adapted. We adjusted
our expectations of time, space, and one another.”

K ATHY F ISH • Collective Nouns for Humans in the Wild 388

“A group of grandmothers is a tapestry . A group of toddlers, a
jubilance (see also: a bewailing ).”

K ORY S TAMPER • Capturing “Take” for the Dictionary 389

“Five hours in, I had finished sorting the first box of citations for
‘take.’ ”

D AVID S HIELDS • Words Can’t Begin to Describe What I’m
Feeling 396

“Ya gotta love these fans. Ya gotta love this game.”

L AUREN M ICHELE J ACKSON • A Unified Theory of Meme Death
402



“Why do some memes last longer than others? Are they just
funnier? Better ? And if so, what makes a meme better?”

7. C ULTURAL C RITIQUE 409
E ULA B ISS • Time and Distance Overcome 410

“The children’s game of telephone depends on the fact that a
message passed quietly from one ear to another to another will get
distorted at some point along the line.”

M ALCOLM G LADWELL • Java Man 416

“[T]he original coffeehouse was a place where men of all types
could sit all day; the tobacco they smoked made it possible to
drink coffee all day; and the coffee they drank inspired them to
talk all day. Out of this came the Enlightenment.”

J ONATHAN S WIFT • A Modest Proposal 423

“It is a melancholy object to those who walk through this great
town or travel in the country, when they see the streets, the roads,
and cabin doors, crowded with beggars of the female-sex,
followed by three, four, or six children, all in rags and
importuning every passenger for an alms.”

T IM K REIDER • The “Busy” Trap 430

“Almost everyone I know is busy. They feel anxious and guilty
when they aren’t either working or doing something to promote
their work.”

N ORA E PHRON • The Boston Photographs 434

“The photographs are indeed sensational. They are pictures of
death in action, of that split second when luck runs out. . . .”

* J ESSICA G ROSE • What It Means to Raise an American Girl Now
440



“I’ve been thinking a lot about what it means to raise an
American girl in this moment, when continual progress—for my
daughters, for all girls—doesn’t feel inevitable.”
* J. D REW L ANHAM • Red-headed Love Child 445

“In some ways I used to see myself as a pioneer of sorts, a first
among the throngs of seekers in far-flung places wandering
underneath big skies or windswept vistas.”

J AMES B ALDWIN • Stranger in the Village 452

“But I remain as much a stranger today as I was the first day I
arrived, and the children shout Neger! Neger! as I walk along the
streets.”

T EJU C OLE • Black Body 461

“I . . . feel myself in all places, from New York City to rural
Switzerland, the custodian of a black body, and have to find the
language for all of what that means to me and to the people who
look at me.”

8. I NSIDER K NOWLEDGE 471
S TEPHEN J AY G OULD • Sex, Drugs, Disasters, and the Extinction
of Dinosaurs 472

“Science, in its most fundamental definition, is a fruitful mode of
inquiry, not a list of enticing conclusions. The conclusions are the
consequence, not the essence.”

A TUL G AWANDE • When Doctors Make Mistakes 479

“There is, however, a central truth in medicine. . . . All doctors
make terrible mistakes.”

R EBECCA S KLOOT • The Woman in the Photograph 497

“As I worked my way through graduate school studying writing, I
became fixated on the idea of someday telling Henrietta’s story.”



* J OSEPH O SMUNDSON • On Going Viral 502

“My response to this metaphor—‘we are the virus’—is to ask
what, in this imagining, is a virus and who, in this metaphor, are
we.”

C HRIS W IEWIORA • This Is Tossing 512

“It’s 10 A.M. An hour before Lazy Moon Pizzeria opens. You have
an hour—this hour—to toss.”

M IKE R OSE • Blue-Collar Brilliance 516

“Although writers and scholars have often looked at the working
class, they have generally focused on the values such workers
exhibit rather than on the thought their work requires—a subtle
but pervasive omission.”

* A LEXANDRA R OBBINS • The Secret Reason Hazing Continues
524

“Thus, one of the major reasons fraternity hazing persists: It
appears that a number of the involved adults and alumni want it
to.”

* E MILY W ILSON • A Translator’s Reckoning with the Women of
the Odyssey 534

“I read Homer’s great poem as a complex and truthful articulation
of gender dynamics that continue to haunt us.”

P HILIP K ENNICOTT • How to View Art: Be Dead Serious about It,
but Don’t Expect Too Much 538

“In a museum, imagine that you have a magnetic repulsion to
everyone else. Move toward empty space. Indulge your
misanthropy.”



R EBECCA S OLNIT • How to Be a Writer 542

“Listen to what makes your hair stand on end, your heart melt,
and your eyes go wide, what stops you in your tracks and makes
you want to live, wherever it comes from, and hope that your
writing can do all those things for other people.”

9. E DUCATION AND L EARNING 546
L YNDA B ARRY • The Sanctuary of School 547

“[F]or us, as for the steadily increasing number of neglected
children in this country, the only place where we could count on
being noticed was at school.”

* V ICTORIA C HANG • Dear Teacher 551

“The language of poetry reminded me to stay alive.”

* S UNGJOO Y OON • I’m a High School Junior. Let’s Talk about
Huckleberry Finn and Mockingbird . 553

“How we as Americans approach restrictions on literature
curriculums is not only flawed but also wholly reactionary.”

* D AVID S EDARIS • Me Talk Pretty One Day 557

“ ‘If you have not meimslsxp or lgpdmurct by this time, then you
should not be in this room.’ ”

S TEPHEN K ING • On Writing 561

“[W]rite with the door closed, rewrite with the door open. Your
stuff starts out being just for you . . . but then it goes out.”

N ICHOLAS T AMPIO • Look Up from Your Screen 563

“Human beings learn with their eyes, yes, but also their ears,
nose, mouth, skin, heart, hands, feet. The more time kids spend on
computers, the less time they have to go on field trips, build



model airplanes, have recess, hold a book in their hands, or talk
with teachers and friends.”
F LORENCE W ILLIAMS • ADHD Is Fuel for Adventure 571

“It’s worth taking a look into the brains of kids like Zack, because
not only do kids with ADHD need exploration, but exploration
needs them.”

F REDERICK D OUGLASS • Learning to Read 580

“The more I read, the more I was led to abhor and detest my
enslavers.”

* E LISSA W ASHUTA • Picture Books as Doors to Other Worlds
585

“I decided to read every book in the library, looking for
instructions I could use.”

M ICHAEL H AMAD • Song Schematics 589

“If you make music theory something fascinating to look at, will
more people become interested in learning about it?”

T ARA W ESTOVER • from Educated 592

“My loyalty to my father had increased in proportion to the miles
between us. On the mountain, I could rebel. But here, in this loud,
bright place, surrounded by gentiles disguised as saints, I clung to
every truth, every doctrine he had given me.”

W ILLIAM Z INSSER • College Pressures 595

“What I wish for all students is some release from the clammy
grip of the future. I wish them a chance to savor each segment of
their education as an experience in itself and not as a grim
preparation for the next step.”

10. N ATURE AND THE E NVIRONMENT 602



B RIAN D OYLE • Joyas Voladoras 603

“We are utterly open with no one, in the end—not mother and
father, not wife or husband, not lover, not child, not friend. We
open windows to each but we live alone in the house of the
heart.”

J OHN M UIR • A Wind-Storm in the Forests 606

“Winds are advertisements of all they touch, however much or
little we may be able to read them; telling their wanderings even
by their scents alone.”

C OLSON W HITEHEAD • Rain 612

“The first drop is the pistol at the start of the race and at that crack
people move for shelter. . . .”

R OBIN W ALL K IMMERER • Goldenrod and Asters: My Life with
Plants 616

“There was a time when I teetered precariously with an awkward
foot in each of two worlds: the scientific and the indigenous. But
then I learned to fly. It was the bees that showed me how to move
between different flowers—to drink the nectar and gather pollen
from both.”

* A NNA L OWENHAUPT T SING AND N ILS B UBANDT • Swimming
with Crocodiles 621
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P REFACE
The Norton Reader began as an attempt to introduce students to the essay as
a genre and to create an anthology of excellent nonfiction writing. This new
edition continues that tradition, offering a wide selection of essays on a
broad range of subjects and including examples of the kinds of writing
students are most often assigned, from profiles and arguments to narratives
and analyses. With 126 selections in the Full Edition and 77 in the Shorter
Edition, The Norton Reader offers depth, breadth, and variety for teaching
the essay as it has developed over time, including selections from the
classic to the contemporary.

As always, The Norton Reader has aimed to uphold a tradition of
anthologizing excellent prose, starting with Arthur Eastman, the founding
editor, who insisted that essays be selected for the quality of their writing.
As he put it, “Excellence would be their pillar of smoke by day, of fire by
night.” With this vision, the original editors of The Norton Reader chose
classic essays that appealed to modern readers and that are now recognized
as comprising the essay canon. We have aimed to continue this practice yet
have also adapted the Reader to new pedagogies and have updated it by
adding new writers whose work appeals to new generations of student
readers. We believe that the essays in this volume are well written, focus on
topics that matter, and demonstrate what all of us tell our students about
good writing.

N EW TO T HIS E DITION
Forty-eight new readings from a diverse array of today’s most
influential and exciting voices, including Hanif Abdurraqib, Jia
Tolentino, Annette Gordon-Reed, Audre Lorde, Michelle Zauner,
Emily Wilson, Ibram X. Kendi, Greta Thunberg, Cheryl Strayed, Imani
Perry, and many others.
Four new chapters—“Caring for Self, Caring for Others”; “Body
Language”; “Insider Knowledge”; and “Declarations”—will inspire



and inform students’ reading and writing about issues that matter.
Refreshed questions at the end of each reading ask students to
annotate, consider, and write at the lively intersection of personal
writing, civic conversations, and academic ideas. These features help
students connect the relevance of their individual experiences to the
broader cultural context.

H ALLMARK F EATURES OF T HE N ORTON
R EADER

The Norton Reader offers the greatest breadth and depth of any
composition reader, with an abundance of contemporary essays
anchored by classic and canonical selections. For example, a selection
from Tara Westover’s best seller, Educated , appears alongside
Frederick Douglass’s “Learning to Read” in the “Education and
Learning” chapter. And in “Cultural Critique,” James Baldwin’s essay
“Stranger in the Village” is in conversation with the essay it inspired
from Teju Cole, “Black Body.”
Apparatus provides just enough detail—but not so much as to
overwhelm the essays themselves. Contextual notes indicate when and
where the essay was published; annotations explain unfamiliar
persons, events, and concepts; study questions for all essays prompt
analysis, discussion, and writing; and biographical information about
the authors appears at the end of the book.
Four expanded indexes organize the readings according to genre,
rhetorical mode, date of publication, and additional themes. This
feature helps teachers structure courses that meet crucial goals of the
WPA Outcomes Statement, which urges that students learn to write in
several genres, identify conventions of format and structure, and
understand how genres shape reading and writing.

D IGITAL R ESOURCES FOR I NSTRUCTORS
AND S TUDENTS



The Norton Reader ebook, now available for both versions of The
Norton Reader , lets you and your students highlight and annotate
within the digital text. Links make it easy to navigate between—and
make connections among—the readings. Instructors can embed notes
and links for their students to see.
InQuizitive for Writers supplements The Norton Reader with activities
to help students learn to edit sentences and work with sources.
Question-specific feedback and links to the Little Seagull Handbook
provide students with extra instruction for these crucial first-year
writing skills.
For instructors, The Guide to The Norton Reader includes new sample
syllabi, suggested classroom activities, and general advice on planning
your course. The Guide also includes teaching suggestions and writing
assignments to accompany each reading.
Comprehensive LMS-ready resources provide additional support,
including documentation guidelines, model student papers, and
customizable grammar and language quizzes.
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R EADING T HE N ORTON R
EADER
Reading and the Rhetorical Situation
How do specific people, experiences, and environments help shape
identity? How might we live, care for ourselves and others, and
communicate in more intentional ways? How do we have true
conversations with others, speaking and listening when we hold different
beliefs? What are the changes we should advocate for—and why? These are
just a few of the questions and issues explored by essays in The Norton
Reader . Whether you read many or just a few of the selections, we hope
that you will find them thought-provoking. We also hope you will use them
to inform and improve your own writing; in this anthology, you will find
readings that model a wide range of forms and styles from a diverse group
of writers.

The pieces collected here come from a variety of publications, from graphic
memoirs and daily newspapers to blogs, online magazines, and books. In an
anthology like The Norton Reader , all of these selections appear in the
same format, with the same typeface and layout; most have annotations to
explain references and allusions; and all have questions to urge you to think
about major issues and themes.

To help in the reading process, we provide information about the context in
which the essay first appeared. In some cases, you may wish to go to the
original source to learn more about that context, or it may be helpful to
research an event that prompted a piece or to learn more about the time in
which it was written. We also suggest some ways to read the different kinds
of essays included in this anthology. In the next chapter, “Writing with The
Norton Reader ” ( pp. xxxvii–lviii ), we provide guidance to help you with
your own writing. Among the goals of a college anthology like this one is to
help make your reading enrich, inspire, and improve your writing.



When you begin reading an essay that your instructor assigns, ask yourself
some or all of the following questions. These questions—about audience,
author, purpose, and genre—will help you understand the essay, consider its
original context, analyze its meaning or effect, recognize its organization
and rhetorical strategies, and imagine how you might use similar strategies
for your own writing.

W HO I S THE A UDIENCE?
An audience consists of those to whom the essay is directed—the people
who read the article, listen to the speech, or view the text. The question
about audience might be posed in related ways: For whom did the author
write? What readers does the author hope to reach? What readers did the
author actually reach? In what ways are you—reading in the present—
similar to or different from the author’s original audience?

Sometimes the audience is national or international, as in an op-ed for a
newspaper like the Washington Post or the New York Times . Often the
audience shares a common interest, as the readers of an environmental
magazine or the buyers of books on food or history. To help you understand
the original audience for each essay, we provide contextual notes at the
bottom of the first page of each essay. These notes give information about
when and where the essay first appeared and, if it began as a talk, when and
where it was delivered and to what audience. As editors, we could swamp
you with information about publication and authorship, but we prefer to
include more essays and keep contextual information focused on the
original audience and publication history—that is, on where the essay
appeared, who read it, and (if we know) what reaction it received. For
example, Maya Angelou’s “Graduation” ( pp. 74–83 ) comes from her
autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969); Angelou then
continued writing her life story in six sequential volumes, concluding with
Mom & Me & Mom (2013)—a sequence that testifies to her book’s success
and its appeal to a wide variety of readers.

In each contextual note, we try to explain a little about the magazines,
newspapers, and books that printed these essays—whether it’s MAKE , a
small literary journal published twice a year; the New York Times Magazine



, a Sunday supplement of the daily newspaper; or I Know Why the Caged
Bird Sings , a freestanding book.

Although the contextual notes provide some clues about the original
audience for each piece, you might also think about yourself and your
classmates as the current audience. What has changed since the essay was
originally published? What experiences or knowledge do you bring to your
reading? Are there ways in which you feel you’re not the best audience for
a specific essay? Understanding the ways you are or are not the best
audience for an essay can help you articulate your response, can enliven
class discussions, and can give you ideas for your own writing.

W HO I S THE A UTHOR?
If the audience is those who read the essays, the author is the person who
writes them. Through their writing, authors introduce themselves to their
audiences, revealing personal experiences, preferences, and beliefs that bear
on the subject at hand. In “Always Knew I Was Adopted; Just Found Out
I’m Gay” ( pp. 40–45 ), the title gives us important facts about the author
Sandra Steingraber and her perspective.

Not all authors are as direct as Steingraber. You don’t really need to know
that Brian Doyle was editor of Portland Magazine and the author of several
novels to appreciate his meditation on hearts—from those belonging to tiny
hummingbirds to huge whales to humans—in “Joyas Voladoras” ( pp. 603–
5 ). Nor do you need to know that Florence Williams, author of “ADHD Is
Fuel for Adventure” ( pp. 571–79 ), also wrote a book about breasts. Such
biographical facts are interesting but not essential to understanding the
essays included.

Because we believe that essayists prefer to introduce themselves and reveal
details of personality and experience that they consider most relevant, we
do not preface each essay with a biographical note. We think they, as
authors, should step forward and we, as editors, should stand back and let
them speak. But if you want to learn more about the writer of an essay, you
can check the “Author Biographies” at the end of this book. Putting this
information at the end of the book gives you a choice. You may already



know something about an author and not wish to consult this section, or you
may wish to know more about the authors before you read their writing. Or
you may just prefer to encounter the authors on their own terms, letting
them identify themselves within the essay. Sometimes knowing who
authors are and where their voices come from helps readers grasp what they
say—but sometimes it doesn’t.

W HAT I S THE R HETORICAL C ONTEXT
AND P URPOSE?
The rhetorical context , sometimes called rhetorical situation or rhetorical
occasion , refers to the context—social, political, biographical, historical—
in which writing takes place and becomes public. The term purpose , in a
writing class, refers to the author’s goal—whether to inform, to persuade, to
entertain, to analyze, or to do something else through the essay. We could
also pose these questions: What goals did the writer have in composing and
publishing the essay? What effect did the author wish to have on the
audience?

For some selections, the rhetorical context is indicated by the title .
Abraham Lincoln’s “Second Inaugural Address” ( pp. 685–86 ) and John F.
Kennedy’s “Inaugural Address” ( pp. 691–94 ) were speeches that marked
the beginning of their terms of office. An inauguration represents a
significant moment in a leader’s—and the nation’s—life. The speech given
on such an occasion requires a statement of the president’s goals for the
next four years. In addition to the title, you can discover more about the
rhetorical context of a president’s inaugural speech in the opening
paragraphs . Lincoln, for example, refers back to his first inaugural address
and the “impending civil war” (685); then he acknowledges that the war
continues and that he prays “this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass
away” (686). In the midst of the American Civil War, Lincoln knows that he
must, as president, address the political conflict that faces the nation, offer
hope for its resolution, and set the moral tone for the aftermath. That’s his
purpose.



Like the presidential speech, many essays establish the rhetorical context in
their opening paragraphs. Editorials and op-eds begin with a hook —an
opening reference to the issue at hand or the news report under
consideration. You might even say that the writer “creates” the rhetorical
context and shows us the purpose straightaway. Kwame Anthony Appiah
opens his op-ed “Go Ahead, Speak for Yourself” ( pp. 164–67 ), with the
lines, “ ‘As a white man,’ Joe begins, prefacing an insight, revelation,
objection or confirmation he’s eager to share—but let’s stop him right there.
Aside from the fact that he’s white, and a man, what’s his point?” (164).
Readers know that Appiah is writing about speaking as a member of a
group, and in the title and opening, he establishes his position right up front
(he wants others to speak for themselves rather than use some aspect of
their social identity to gain or undermine authority).

If an essay does not establish a rhetorical context in its opening paragraphs,
you can find additional information in the contextual note (described above)
or in the footnotes to each essay (described below). For example, the
contextual note for “The Declaration of Independence” ( pp. 674–80 ) is:

On June 11, 1776, Thomas Jefferson was elected by the Second
Continental Congress to join John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Robert
Livingston, and Roger Sherman in drafting a declaration of
independence. The draft presented to Congress on June 28 was
primarily the work of Jefferson. The final version resulted from
revisions made to Jefferson’s original draft by members of the
committee, including Adams and Franklin, and by members of the
Continental Congress. (674)

The footnotes (marked with small numerals) give further details about the
composition of the Declaration of Independence.

Explanatory footnotes are a common feature of a textbook. When the
original authors wrote the footnotes themselves, we indicate that in the
contextual note to the text. In Terry Tempest Williams’s essay, for example,
we state that all notes in this piece were written by the author unless
indicated otherwise (648). This tells you that the author wished to cite an
expert, add information, or send the reader to another source. In most cases,
however, we have written the footnotes to help with difficult words,



allusions, and references. We provide information about unfamiliar people,
places, works, theories, and so forth that the original audience may have
known. For example, for Maya Angelou’s “Graduation” ( pp. 74–83 ), we
footnote Gabriel Prosser and Nat Turner, but not Abraham Lincoln and
Christopher Columbus. Many of Angelou’s readers would have known that
Prosser and Turner were executed for leading rebellions of enslaved and
free Black people in Virginia in the nineteenth century. But because not all
readers today know (or remember) this part of American history, we add a
footnote.

Although reading the footnotes can facilitate the making of meaning, it can
never take the place of reading carefully. Reading is an active process.
Experienced readers take responsibility for that action—reading critically,
constructing meaning, interpreting what they read. If our footnotes help you
read critically, then use them; if they interfere, then just continue reading
the main text and skip over them.

Just as authors have a purpose in writing, readers have a purpose for
reading. You will read differently depending on your purpose. Are you
reading a piece to prepare for classroom discussion? If so, you might
consider your position on or experience with the topic being written about.
You might assess the author’s argument and mark the parts of the essay that
seem most and least successful in getting across a point. If your purpose is
to gain inspiration as a writer, you might note the stylistic elements
(metaphors, similes, varying sentence length, precision of language, and so
on) and the rhetorical strategies the writer uses. If you’re reading more than
one essay on the same topic, you might compare and contrast the authors’
positions and approaches. Later in this chapter, we provide sample
annotations to model active reading.

W HAT I S THE G ENRE AND I TS C
ONVENTIONS?
Genre is a term used by composition and literature teachers to refer to kinds
of writing that have common features and certain conventions of style,
presentation, and subject matter. Essay genres include the memoir and the



profile, the visual analysis and the op-ed, the literacy narrative and the lyric
essay, among others. Genre partially determines the form’s content and
organization, but it should never do so in a cookie-cutter way.

Conventions are practices or customs commonly used in a genre—like a
handshake for a social introduction. Genre and convention are linked
concepts, the one implying the other. Articles in a scientific journal (a
genre) begin with a title and an abstract (conventions) and include sections
about the methodology and the results (also conventions). Op-eds, by
convention, begin with a hook; profiles of people or places include a
physical description of the subject; literacy narratives include a key episode
in the acquisition of reading or writing skills; lyric essays are often written
in sections or organized by association rather than by employing explicit
transitions. But in reading and writing essays, conventions should not be
thought of as rigid rules; rather, they should be seen as guidelines,
strategies, or special features.

As you read an essay, think about its form: what it includes, how the writer
presents the subject, what features seem distinctive. If you read a pair or
group of essays assigned by your teacher, you might ask yourself whether
they represent the same genre or are noticeably different. If they are the
same, you will recognize similar features; if they are different, you will
notice less overlap.

The Norton Reader includes four categories of genres, some of which may
overlap:

Narrative genres tell stories. They include personal essays, memoirs,
graphic memoirs, and literacy narratives. If you’re reading a narrative,
note how the author structures the story. Does the narrative begin with
a dramatic moment, unfold in chronological order, or have a different
structure? What is the balance between scene (putting the reader in the
moment) and reflection (making sense of an experience)? What is the
effect of the organization the writer chose?
Descriptive genres give details about how a person, place, or thing
looks, sounds, and feels, often in a larger framework. These include
profiles of people and places, essays about nature and the environment,
lyric essays, reportage, and pieces of humor and satire. If you’re



reading a descriptive genre, note the author’s use of language and
sensory imagery. What strategies does the writer use to draw the reader
in—to make a person, place, or situation come alive for the reader?
Analytic genres examine texts, images, and cultural objects and
trends. They include reflection, textual analysis, visual analysis, and
cultural analysis. If you’re reading an analytical genre, consider the
ways that the author looks closely at a text, image, object, or trend and
breaks it down into parts in order to understand the whole. What
insights does the analysis provide? How does it make you look
differently at the subject?
Argumentative genres take positions and use reasons and evidence to
support them. These include evaluations and reviews, proposals, op-
eds, and speeches. If you’re reading an argumentative genre, identify
the author’s main point, which may come in a thesis statement or may
be implied less directly. Once you know the argument, consider the
author’s support. What evidence does the writer use? Are the sources
reputable? Is the reasoning sound? Does the author respond to
counterarguments? Is the argument persuasive? Why or why not?

For more detailed information on some of the common genres included in
The Norton Reader and some features to consider as you read and write, see
pp. xl–xlviii .

W HAT A RE R HETORICAL S TRATEGIES?
Writers use a range of strategies to develop and organize their material.
Here are some of the most common rhetorical strategies:

Describing something or someone appeals to the senses.
Narrating provides an account of actions or events that occur over a
period of time.
Exemplifying provides examples to illustrate a claim or idea.
Classifying and dividing groups people or things based on shared
qualities.
Explaining or analyzing breaks a process or concept into its
component parts.



Comparing and contrasting considers the similarities and differences
between or among people, places, things, or ideas.
Defining attempts to give the essential meaning of something.
Analyzing cause and effect considers the reasons something
happened (cause) and determines the results (effect).
Arguing makes a claim and provides evidence to support that claim.

Sometimes authors use rhetorical strategies to structure an entire piece.
Kathy Fish, for example, uses definition to structure her lyric essay
“Collective Nouns for Humans in the Wild” ( p. 388 ). But writers most
often use a combination of rhetorical strategies to develop and present their
ideas. For example, Maya Angelou in “Graduation” ( pp. 74–83 ) blends
narration and description as she tells the story of her graduation from high
school. And Frans de Waal uses cause and effect analysis as well as
classification, comparison and contrast, description, and narration to make
an argument for the presence of animal emotions in “from Mama’s Last
Hug ” ( pp. 258–64 ). As you read the essays included in The Norton
Reader , notice how the writers develop and organize their material—and
see if you can get ideas for your own writing. For more details on rhetorical
strategies, see pp. xlviii–lii .

S TRATEGIES FOR C RITICAL R EADING
The previous pages gave an overview of different questions to consider
when reading, from thinking about the intended audience to recognizing
genres and rhetorical strategies. Here we offer some general tips for
approaching the reading your instructor assigns.

Preview the essay

Think about the essay’s title, read its opening paragraph, and skim the essay
to get a sense of its organization and genre. Look at the contextual note on
the first page, and try to imagine the experience, issue, or debate that
motivated the essayist to write. Previewing is a technique widely used for
college reading, but not all writing teachers encourage it. Some teachers
explain that it helps readers focus on key issues; others discourage
previewing, pointing out that a good essay—like a good novel or movie—



can be ruined by knowing the ending. Whether you preview or not might
depend on the genre of essay you’re reading. While you might want to
know an author’s argument before reading more carefully, you also might
want to allow a personal or lyric essay to unfold—to see where the author
takes you.

Annotate in the margin

As you read, note points that seem interesting and important, forecast issues
that you think the writer will address, and pose questions of your own. Note
the rhetorical strategies and literary features the writer uses. Imagine that
you’re having a conversation with the author. Respond to their ideas with
some of your own. Most essayists want active readers who think about what
the essay says, implies, and urges as a personal response or course of action.
Similarly, note points that you don’t understand or find ambiguous. Use
them to energize class discussion. Puzzling over a sentence or a passage
with your classmates can lead to crucial points of debate or provide
inspiration for your own writing. Here, for example, is a sample annotation
of the first nine paragraphs of James Densley and Jillian Peterson’s “The
Steps We Can Take to Reduce Mass Shootings in America” ( pp. 155–58 ).

On October 1, 2015, after a gunman shot and killed his professor and eight
students at Umpqua Community College in Oregon, President Barack
Obama, who three years earlier, following the massacre at Sandy Hook
elementary school in Connecticut, had failed to force Congress to pass new
gun safety laws, stood frustrated at the podium. “Somehow this has become
routine . The reporting is routine . My response here at this podium ends up
being routine , the conversation in the aftermath of it. . . . We have become
numb to this.”

Fast forward seven years and amid a recent spate of horrific mass shootings
—at a Buffalo supermarket, a Texas elementary school, and a Tulsa hospital
—it feels like little has changed . In fact, things have gotten worse—mass
shootings are more frequent and deadlier than ever.

It’s hard not to feel numb. When comparable nations have suffered deadly
mass shootings—Australia, Canada, Germany, Great Britain, New Zealand,


