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"SKEPTICS MAY OBJECT" 

Planting a Naysayer in Your Text 

THE WRITER Jane Tompkins describes a pattern chat repeats 
itself whenever she writes a book or an article. For the first cou­
ple of weeks when she sits down to write, things go relatively 
well. But then in the middle of the night, several weeks into the 
writing process, she'll wake up in a cold sweat, suddenly realiz­
ing that she has overlooked some major criticism that readers 
will surely make against her ideas. Her first thought, invariably, 
is that she will have to give up on the project, or that she will 
have to throw our what she's written thus far and start over. 
Then she realizes that "this moment of doubt and panic is where 
my text really begins." She then revises what she's written in a 
way that incorporates the criticisms she's anticipated, and her 
text becomes stronger and more interesting as a result. 

This little story contains an important lesson for all writers, 
experienced and inexperienced alike. It suggests that even though 
most of us are upset at the idea of someone criticizing our work, 
such criticisms can actually work to our advantage. Although it's 
naturally tempting to ignore criticism of our ideas, doing so may 
in fact be a big mistake, since our writing improves when we not 
only listen to these objections but give them an explicit nbring 
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in our writing. Indeed, no single device more quickly improves a 
piece of writing than planting a naysayer in the texi:-saying, for 
example, that "although some readers may object" co something 

in your argument, you "would reply that ___ . 

ANTICIPATE OBJECTIONS 

But wait, you say. Isn't the advice to incorporate critical views 
a recipe for destroying your credibility and undermining your 
argument? Here you are, trying to say something that will hold 
up, and we want you to tell readers all the negative things some­
one might say against you? 

Exactly. We are urging you co cell readers what others might 
say against you, but our point is that doing so will actually 
enhance your credibility, not undermine it. As we argue 
throughout this book, writing well does not mean piling up 
uncontroversial truths in a vacuum; it means engaging others 
in a dialogue or debate-not only by opening your text with a 
summary of what others have said, as we suggest in Chapter 1, • 
but also by imagining what others might say against your argu­
ment as it unfolds. Once you see writing as an ace of entering 
a conversation, you should also see how opposing arguments 
can work for you rather than against you. 

Paradoxically, the more you give voice to your critics' objec­
tions, the more you tend to disarm those critics, especially if 
you go on to answer their objections in convincing ways. When 
you entertain a counterargument, you make a kind of preemp­
tive strike, identifying problems with your argument before oth­
ers can point chem out for you. Furthermore, by entertaining 
counterarguments, you show respect for your readers, treating 
them not as gullible dupes who will believe anything you say 
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