“So WHAT? WHO CARES?”
Saying Why It Matters
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BasesaLL Is the national pastime. Bernini was the best sculp-
tor of the baroque petiod, All writing is conversational. So what!
Who cares? Why does any of this matter?

How many times have you had reason to ask these ques-
tions? Regardless of how interesting a topic may be to you as a
writer, readers always need to know what is at stake in a text
and why they should care. All too often, however, these ques-
tions are left unanswered—mainly because writers and speak-
ers assume that audiences will know the answers already or will
figure them out on their own. As a result, students come away
from lectures feeling like outsiders to what they've just heard,
just as many of us feel left hanging after talks we've attended.
The problem is not necessarily that the speakers lack a clear,
well-focused thesis or that the thesis is inadequately supported
with evidence. Instead, the problem is that the speakets don’t
address the crucial question of why their arguments matter,

That this question is so often left unaddressed is unfortunate
since the speakers generally could offer interesting, engaging
answers. When pressed, for instance, most academics will tell
you that their lectures and articles matter because they address
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some belief thar needs to be corrected or updated—and because
their arguments have impottant, real-world consequences. Yet
many academics fail to idetitify these reasons and consequerices
explicitly in what they say and write. Rather than assume that
audiences will know why their clairhs matter, all writers need
to answer the “so what?” atid “Whio cares?” questions up front.
Not everyone can claim to have a cure for cancer or a solytion
to end poverty. But writers who fail to show that others should
care or already do care about their claims will ultimately lose
their audiences’ interest.

This chapter focuses on. various maves that you can make to
answer the “who cares?” and “so what? questions in your own
writing. In one sense, the two questions get at the same thing:
the relevance or importance of what you are saying, Yet they get
at this significance in different ways. Whereas “who cares?” litet-
ally asks you to identify a person or group who cares about your
claims, “so what?” asks about the real-world applications and coti-
sequences of those claims—what difference it would make if they
were accepted. We'll look first at ways of making clear who cares.

“Who CARrEs?”

To see how one writer answers the “who cares?” question, con-
sider the following passage from the science writer Denise
Grady. Writing in the New York Times, she explains some of
the latest research into fat cells.

Scientists used to think body far and the cells ir was made of were
pretty much inert, just an oily storage compartment. But within
the past decade research has shown that fat cells acr like chemi-
cal factories and that body fat is potent stuff; a highly active
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“Who Cares?”

To see how one writer answers the “who cares?” question, con-
sider the following passage from the science writer Denise
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the past decade research has shown that fat cells act like chemi-
cal factories and that body fat is potent stuff a highly active
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tissue that secretes hormones and other substances with profound
and sometimes hasmful effects. . . .

In recent years, biologists have begun calling fat an “endocrine
organ,” comparing it to glands like the thyroid and pituitary, which
also release hormones straight into the bloadstream.

Denise Grapy, “The Secret Life of a Potent Cell”

Notice how Grady's writing reflects the central advice we
give in this book, offering a clear claim and also framing that
claim as a response ta what someone else has said. In so doing,
Grady immediately identifies at least one group with a stake
in the new research that sees fat as “active,” “potent stuff™
namely, the scientific community, which formetly believed
that body fat is inert. By referring to these scientists, Grady
implicitly acknowledges that her text is part of a larger con-
versation and shows who besides herself has an interest in
what she says.

Consider, however, how the passage would read had Grady
lefr out what “scientists used to think” and simply explained
the new findings in isclation.

Within the past few decades research has shown that fat cells act
like chemical factories and that body fat is potent stuff: a highly
active tissue that secretes hormones and other substances. In recent
vears, biologists have begun calling fat an “endocrine organ,” com-
paring it to glands like the thyrcid and pituitary, which also release
hormones straight into the bloodstream.

Though this statement is clear and easy to follow, it lacks any
indication that anyone needs to hear it. Okay, one nods while
reading this passage, fat is an active, potent thing. Sounds plau-
sible enough; no reason to think it's not true. But does anyone
really care? Who, if anyone, is interested?
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TEMPLATES FOR INDICATING WHO CARsS

To address “who cares?” questions in your own writing, we sug-
gest using templates like the following, which echo Grady in
refuting earlier thinking,

» Parents used to think spanking was necessary. But recently [or
within the past few decades] experts suggest that it can be coun-
terpreductive,

» This interpretation challenges the work of those critics who have
fong assumed that ...

» These findings challenge the work of earfier researchers, who
tended to assume that

» Recent studies like these shed new lighton ... which pre-
vious studies had not addressed.

Grady might have been more explicit by writing the “who cares?”
question directly into her text, as in the following template.

» But who really cares? Who besides me and a handful of recent
researchers has a stake in these claims? Al the very least, the

researchers who formerly believed . — should care.

To gain greater authority as a writer, it can help to name
specific people or groups who have a stake in your claims and
to go into some detail about their views,

> Researchers have long assumed that .. . For instance, cne
eminent scholar of cell biology, ... | assumed in
R , her seminal work on cell structures and functions, that fat
cells . As Cherself putit, “. " (2007).
Another leading scientist, ., argued that fat cells
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" " (2006). Ultimately, when it came to the nature of fat,

the basic assumption was that ...
But a new body of research shows that fat cells are far more

complex and that ...

In other cases, you might refer to certain people or groups who
should care about your claims.

» If sports enthusiasts stopped to think about it, many of them
might simply assume that the most successful athletes
. However, new research shows . .

» These findings chalienge necliberals' common assumption that

» At first glance, teenagers might say ... . But on cdoser

inspection ... ...

As these templates suggest, answering the “who cares? ques-
tion involves establishing the type of contrast between what
others say and what you say that is central to this book. Ulii-
mately, such templates help you create a dramatic rension or
clash of views in your writing that readers will feel invested in
and want to see resolved.

“So WHaT?”

Although answering the “who cares? question is crucial, in
many cases it is not enough, especially il you are writing for
general readers who don’t necessarily have a strong investment
in the particular clash of views you are setting up. In the case
of Grady’s argument about fat cells, such readers may still won-
der why it matters that some researchers think fat cells are
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active, while others think they’re inert. Or, to move to a dif-
ferent field of study, American literature, so what if some schaol-
ars disagree about Huck Finn’s relationship with the runaway
slave Jim in Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn? Why
should anyone besides a few specialists in the field care about
such disputes? What, if anything, hinges on them?

The best way to answer such questions about the larger con-
sequences of your claims is to appeal to something that your audi-
ence already figures to care about. Whereas the “who cares?
question asks you to identify an interested person or group, the
“so what?” question asks you to link your argument to some larger
matter that readers already deem important. Thus in analyzing
Huckleberry Finn, a writer could argue that seemingly narrow dis-
putes about the hero’s relationship with Jim actually shed light
on whether Twain’s canonical, widely read novel is a critique of
racism in America or is itself marred by it

Let’s see how Grady invokes such broad, general concerns
in her article on fat cells. Her first move is to link researchers’
interest in fat cells to a general concern with obesity and health.

Researchers trying to decipher the biology of fat cells hope to find
new ways to help people get rid of excess fat or, at least, prevent
obesity from destroying their health. In an increasingly obese world,
their efforts have taken on added importance.

Further showing why readers should care, Grady's next move
is to demonstrate the even broader relevance and urgency of
her subject matter.

Internationally, more than a billion people are overweight, Obesity
and two illnesses linked to it, heart disease and high blood pressure,
are on the World Health Organization’s list of the top 10 global health
risks, In the Unired States, 65 percent of adults weigh too much,
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compared with about 56 percent a decade ago, and government
reseatchers blame obesity for at least 300,000 deaths a year.

What Grady implicitly says here is “Look, dear reader, you may
think that these questions about the nature of fat cells I've been
pursuing have little to do with everyday life. In fact, however,
these questions are extremely important—particularly in our
‘increasingly obese world’ in which we need to prevent obesity
from destroying our health”

Notice that Grady’s phrase “in an increasingly .
world” can be adapted as a strategic move to address the “so
what?” question in other fields as well. For example, a sociol-
ogist analyzing back-to-nature movements of the past thirty
years might make the following statement.

In a world increasingly dominated by cellphones and sophisticated
computer rechnologies, these attempts to return to nature appear

futile.

seep.213  This type of move can be readily applied to other dis-

foran eample  ciplines because no matter how much disciplines may

from physics.  Jiffer from one another, the need to justify the impor-
tance of one'’s concerns is common to them all.

TEMPLATES FOR ESTABLISHING
WHY Your CLAIMS MATTER

» Huckleberry Finn matters/is important because t
widely taught novels in the American school system.

»  Although X may seem trivial, it is in fact crucial in terms of today's

concern over ...
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»  Uliimately, what is at stake hereis __ .

» These findings have important implications for the broader domain
of

» Ifwe are right about ... _
for e .

_, then major consequences follow

» These conclusions/This discovery will have significant applications

in _—aswellasin . .

Finally, you can also treat the “so what?” question as a related
aspect of the “who cares? question.

> Although X may seem of concern to only a small group of

- it should in fact concern anyore who cares about

All these templates help you hook your readers. By suggest-
ing the real-world applications of your claims, the templates not
only demonstrate that others care about your claims but also tell
your readers why they should care. Again, it bears repeating that
simply stating and proving your thesis isn't enough. You also need
to frame i it a way that helps readers care about it

WHAT ABOUT READERS WHO ALREADY
Know WHY IT MATTERS?

At this point, you might wonder if you need to answer the “who
cares!” and “so what?” questions in everything you write. Is it
really necessary to address these questions if you're proposing
something so obviously consequential as, say, a treatment for
autism or a program to eliminate illiteracy? Isn’t it obvious that
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everyone cares about such problems? Does it really need to be
spelled out? And what about when you're writing for audiences
whao you know are already interested in your claims and who
understand perfectly well why they're important? In other
words, do you always need to address the “so what?” and “who
cares!” questions!

As a rule, yes-—although it's true that you can't keep answer-
ing them forever and at a certain point must say enough
is enough. Although a determined skeptic can infinitely ask why
something matters—“Why should I care about earning a salary?
And why should I care about supporting a family?’—you have
to stop answering at some point in your text. Nevertheless, we
urge you to go as far as possible in answering such questions. If
you take it for granted that readers will somehow intuit the
answers fo “so what? and “who cares?” on their own, you may
make your work seem less interesting than it actually is, and
you run the risk that readers will dismiss your text as irrelevant
and unimportant, By conrast, when you are careful to explain
who cares and why, it’s a little like bringing a cheerleading
squad into your text. And though some expert readers might
already know why your claims matter, even they need to be
reminded. Thus the safest move is to be as explicit as possible
in answering the “so what?” question, even for those already in
the know. When you step back from the text and explain why
it mattets, you are urging your audience to keep reading, pay
attention, and care.

Exercises

1, Find several texts (scholarly pieces, newspaper articles,
emails, memos, etc.) and see whether they answer the “so
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what?" and “who cares?” questions. Probably some do, some
don’t. What difference does it make whether they do or do
not? How do the authors who answer these questions do so?
Do they use any strategies or techniques that you could bor-
row for your own writing? Are there any strategies or tech-
niques recommended in this chapter, or that you've found

or developed on your own, that you'd recommend to these
authors?

Look over something you've written yourself. Do you indi-
cate “so what?" and “who cares”? If not, revise your text to
do so. You might use the following template to get started.

My point here (that __ ) should interest those who
—— ... Beyond this [imited audience, however, my point
should speak to anyone who cares about the larger issue of




