Tips to reading a political science text

1. Interrogate your text

Don’t just placidly imbibe it. Ask it questions. Demand answers. Shout at it. 

2. Make your text your own. 

Underline, take notes, scribble in margins, outline on computer. 

3. Read the title and the table of contents. 

You’d be surprised how much they give away.

4. Figure out what the author wants to explain. What is her/his puzzle?

5. Start looking for his/her answer.

6. Keep looking. Sometimes authors like to tease you. Just keeping looking for the answer. This will usually be their main argument.

7. Pause in your reading to ask questions and mark pages for organization. Look for key phrases like “First,” or “second,”  “third.” Mark these with numbers. 

8. Figure out who or what the author is arguing “against.” This is where the author will have a “literature review” assessing other approaches to this topic. 

9. Don’t trust the author’s assessment of these other views. They may be exaggerating their deficiencies for the purposes of promoting their own work. 

10. Look for phrases or new names for things that the author wants you to think s/he came up with all on their own. Often these will be in italics. Make sure you can define them in your own words. Remembering these phrases will help you sound knowledgeable when you discuss that particular author’s work. It may also help you remember their argument.

11.  Assess whatever evidence the author provides. Decide whether you think it supports their argument at all. 

12. Sometimes authors also come up with models (simplified ways of viewing the way the world works). If so, it probably comes with a diagram of some sort. See if you can cover up that page and draw the diagram on your own. This will help you learn the model and see if there are any holes in it.

13. Be critical but generous. It’s very easy to tear down, much harder to build up. Look for what might be valuable as well as what might be problematic.

14. Look up any words you don’t know. Remember that some bodies of work have their very own language. This doesn’t make them better or worse, just more generally unapproachable. Don’t let them get away so easy.

15. (With apologies to historians) Don’t get bogged down with history and facts you’re unfamiliar with. 

16. Take it slow. You can’t read a poli sci text quickly and remember much about it.

