Reading for Evidence

 Educated people develop a disposition to read documents (texts, images, movies, cultural objects, etc.) for evidence and to produce evidence-based documents. Evidence transforms mere opinion into informed opinion; thoughtful reflection transforms informed opinion into analysis. As a result the work of educated people is at least reliable, and at best game-changing.
The first rule of reading for evidence is to identify and assess the source. The answers to the following questions offer a basic indication of the authority and credibility of a document, its perspective and bias, what it is good to tell us about and what it is not.
WHO? Documents do not produce themselves; ‘it’ does not say anything. People say things with documents.
WHEN? Documents produced at or near the time they are about are considered ‘primary’. They have the advantage of direct experience  but their perspectives may be narrow and/or slanted. Documents produced later are ‘secondary’. They lack direct experience and must be based on primary sources, but can sometimes compensate with a broader, more synthetic and dispassionate view. 
WHERE? Another way to tell if the document offers direct experience or more distant impressions.
WHY? This question and the next get at the ‘rhetoric’ of the doc, that is, what it is intended to accomplish. Why did the author(s) do it? Who was their audience and what effect(s) did they want to produce? How does this agenda shape the content and meaning of the document?
HOW? What strategies does the author use to accomplish her purpose? What style does she use? Does her language describe or evoke, appeal to reason or emotion? Does this strategy tell us anything about her and her (impressions of) her audience?

Now we get to the ‘what’. Even the simplest documents can be peeled like an onion for multiple layers of meaning:
*TEXT: What it (authors: she, he, they) plainly says and means. Sometimes, but rarely, all of a document’s meaning is in the text. Quite often the text is intentionally or unintentionally misleading. 

*SUBTEXT: Deeper or alternative meanings, ‘between the lines’. Especially in documents by subordinated groups, but also in ‘insider’ documents where the original audience shared unstated premises and knowledge, most of the interesting meaning is often left unstated but implied in the subtext.
*CONTEXT: What is going on around the document? The effective environment or field in which it was produced - from local to global. The conditions shaping its possible meanings and significance. Often context is what allows us to choose intelligently among competing subtext readings.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~Advanced moves:
*INTERTEXT: Intellectual context, the conversations and networks of other documents a document is part of. 
*COUNTERTEXT: Unintended meanings, between the lines. All docs can be read against themselves (‘deconstructed’) because authors are agents of contexts and intertexts (‘discourses’) that enable and preconstruct what they can say. Therefore authors do not fully control their materials and meanings, and often say things they do not realize or intend.
