


[image: 001]





Also by David R. Williams

Wilderness Lost: The Religious Origins of the American Mind, Susquehanna U.P. 1987

 



Revolutionary War Sermons, Scholars Facsimiles, 1981






[image: 001]





Bullitt: An Observation on Style

When I walk down the street 
and see you fellas 
wearing your ankle boots and

 



very 
angry 
belts,

 



That’s when I know, 
That is when I understand,

 



that Steve McQueen 
will never 
go out of style.

 



And these beautiful boys 
ask me,

 



“Man, are you just one of those 
stoned writers,

 



writing one of those 
stoned things?”

 



And I say, 
“baby- 
my man- 
my child-

 



your mag wheels 
are perfection.”

 



—Perri Pagonis, 1999






Introduction

 What It’s All About
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Tired of correcting the same mistakes—even in senior papers—year after year, hoarse and in danger of developing throat cancer from endless repetition of the same rules, tired even of my own lame jokes and pathetic attempts to humorize grammar and the writing process, at long last frustrated by the inability of far too many obtuse students to grasp the words of wisdom I have shouted at them through the apparently impenetrable air, I am here casting off all pretense and committing to paper the real rules and regulations that have guided me for years as I grade student papers. Note that many of these rules apply equally well to the writing of exams or any other project. In any case, they should certainly help you in your quest for the dearly desired grade you think you deserve.

Many of you, with some justification, are convinced that the rules of composition and grammar are a crock, that they are petty and irrelevant beyond belief, and that the only reason English professors insist upon them is to exercise one brief and feeble moment of power in their otherwise bleak and powerless lives. There is some truth to that. There is even a school of thought within the English-teaching profession that views grammar as a tool of imperialism, a way for white male culture to impose its values upon others and make them conform to a value system that keeps white males in command. There may be something to that too. And of course there are those who arrogantly reject learning such writing rules, knowing for sure that they will waltz into the executive suite of daddy’s firm or will so quickly rise from  salesperson to CEO that they will always have a secretary to correct their mistakes for them.

Assuming all this is at least in some part true, doesn’t that make it all the more important for you to wield the tools of power rather than be at the mercy of someone else’s knowledge? There will always be power, and there will always be symbols of it. Knowledge of correct grammar and the ability to write are symbols of this power. I can think of no better symbol of power than literacy. Would you prefer the sword? The aristocratic title? An ugly gold medallion on eight gold chains? A Lincoln Continental? An AK-47? Yourname.com? Since we live in a competitive society in which the struggle for survival is primary, power exists, and power will have its symbols. Literacy is a far better tool and symbol of empowerment than any other, even money.

Historically, the teaching of grammar arose as a deliberate effort to provide arbitrary rules to which all people who aspired to middle class gentility could conform. It was thus a means of taking one of the weapons of power away from a hereditary feudal elite and making it available to all the people. It was part of the eighteenth-century revolt against aristocratic privilege, against a world in which a member of the gentry merely by being a member of the gentry set the norm for what was right and proper simply by whatever he did. King Louis XV, they say, rarely bathed and stank to high heaven, but as king he set the standard and was not subservient to it. However much you may hate grammar, think how much better a system ours is in which even the lowest peasant can achieve literary equality by learning rules of writing, spelling, grammar, and diction that are available equally to all and that apply equally to all. Andrew Jackson, in the early nineteenth century when Noah Webster was trying to stamp equality upon us, resisted this trend, proclaiming he had no respect for the intelligence of a man who couldn’t think of more than one way to spell a word. The elite had a glorious freedom in those days, but Harrison Bergeron is dead, shot down by handicapper general Diana Moon Glampers. Égalité has assumed a higher value than liberté. We must all become the same; we must all be equal. To achieve that goal, we must all submit to the same rules. The ability to write forcefully, convincingly, grammatically is thus less a tool of privilege than one of the strongest weapons against it. It is the tool  that you must have if you are to compete successfully against the spawn of Yale and Harvard.

For those business majors and majorettes out there still not persuaded, let me reveal a secret of one of America’s leading business tycoons, a secret that should freeze your souls. In Minding the Store, his rags-to-riches story of how he made it to the top of his daddy’s business with the help of his daddy’s millions, Stanley Marcus, former emperor of the Nieman Marcus merchandising empire, lets slip the revelation that he has what he calls “a personal antipathy.” What is this shameful prejudice? Dislike of blacks? Fear of Arabs? Hatred for anything in green polka dots? No, his personal antipathy is for the misuse of the personal pronoun after a preposition. He once broke off an engagement to a beautiful and hopeful young lady who almost landed her millionaire until she said in a moment of unguarded passion that there was such great love “between you and I.” Off with her head! And then there was the up-and-coming junior executive who responded to a generous Christmas gift by thanking Marcus for the lovely vase he had sent “to Helen and I.” According to Marcus, he never rose any further in the organization and did not last long, and he never even knew why.

If you do not know what wrong these two sinners had committed to justify their being cast out of the garden into the darkness where there is wailing and the gnashing of teeth, then you need the lessons in this little book. Perhaps you are right that the rules of grammar are stupid and arbitrary and that the people who wield them are arrogant and petty. But many of those same stupid, arrogant, petty people are out there wielding power. Someday, one of them may be your boss. One of them may be grading your papers this semester. In the interest of survival, if nothing else, you need to be prepared to meet the challenges of this power. As Jimmy Carter once said, “Life is not fair.” Victory goes to those who are prepared to deal with life on its own terms, not in terms of some imagined fairness.

Let us get on with it.






 Chapter 1

Some Really Crude Basics
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What Is a College Paper? 


Let’s admit from the start that by “college paper” we mean a paper for a course in the humanities. The sciences, bless them, have their own peculiar ways of using language that many of us in the humanities find bizarre. Of course, the way some humanists write papers is also beyond belief. One need only pick up any work by one of the adherents of the modern “deconstructionist” school of literary analysis to see how bad academic writing can get. Forget all that academic jargon. Any college paper you write reflects your opinion and should be in whatever style or voice is most comfortable for you. And whether the paper is for the English Department, History Department, Psychology Department, Religious Studies, or any of the many subsets of the social sciences, the rules here outlined generally apply. Even such pseudosciences as economics and business require papers that are written in English and follow the same general rules and procedures as an essay on Emerson.

That said, it is undoubtedly true that you can get away with more colorful and creative—if not downright peculiar—experiments in a paper for a literature class than in one for an economics class. But even this is not guaranteed. Some English professors imagine themselves as supersophisticated, scientifically based apostles of some wacko school of literary analysis and therefore insist on rigidly exact performances, whereas some economists are as loose as the proverbial goose. And some of the best scientists  write not in science-ese but in clear human language. Reading Freudians is an exercise in despair and confusion; reading Sigmund Freud himself is a delight. There is a reason for this.

The historian Barbara Tuchman has said that the ability to write well implies the ability to think well. Great minds think and write clearly; secondary minds get confused; inferior minds tie themselves in knots pretending they understand what they clearly can’t even grasp. People who understand what they are talking about write in clear simple language intended to communicate ideas from one mind to another. This is because they have ideas and want to communicate them. People who do not have a clear idea of what they are talking about try to hide their confusion behind an ink cloud of obscure verbiage. And some superior snots write not to communicate but to impress people with how smart they want us to think they are.

Do not, therefore, be afraid to say what you think in plain, simple English. To the truly literate, the use of excessively pompous and complex language indicates cowardice and ignorance, not intelligence. If you cannot understand your textbook, do not despair; the fault may well be the writer’s, not yours. In contrast to European intellectuals with their aristocratic heritage, the best American writers from the very beginning gloried in what we call “the plain style.” Our greatest American books offer not clouds of baroque rhetoric but simple American speech. Think of the dialect in Huckleberry Finn, the direct sentences of Ernest Hemingway, the penetrating boldness of James Baldwin, and be not afraid. As Emerson so wonderfully said in that most American of essays “Self-Reliance,” “Speak your latent conviction and it shall be the universal sense.”

The college paper is assigned to determine how well you have mastered the course material, how well you have understood the significance for good or ill of that material, and how well you can write about it. Whether for history, English, or whatever, the requirements of good arguments, good evidence, and good communication are essentially the same. These are the requirements on which this book is focused.




Format and Length 

Leave all your plastic binders in Miss Hodgebottom’s fourth-grade classroom. They fall apart, scattering pages to the breeze or leaving them to be scrunched up in the bottom of my book bag. The binders feel like slimy death; they are an expensive environmental disaster. Simply staple an 8 1/2 x 11 white title page to the front of your paper.

This title page should have a title in the center about a third of the way down. The title should not be in quotation marks unless it is a quotation. It should not be underlined unless it is also the title of a published work. It should say something. “Paper #2” is not a title. In the lower right-hand corner of this title page should be your name, the date, and the name and number of the class.

Do not repeat the title on the first page. The first page of text should begin at the top as any other page does. Nor should you begin the first page halfway down the paper as if there had to be room for a title that isn’t there. We professors know padding when we see it. And for the love of Gaia, do not include blank pieces of paper at either the beginning or the end. Play your tricks of illusion with words. I am constantly amused at the students who try to hide their papers in the middle of the pile when they are turning them in, as if we teachers never read the things. We do. You can’t hide from us. And when we get to yours, we will realize with surprising speed that the thick paper handed in was padded by empty sheets on either side. Once so alerted, we will then be on the lookout for padded paragraphs too.

The paper must be typed—or whatever the verb is for word processing. No, we do not accept neat handwriting. An absolute universal requirement is that you double space. We can recognize triple and even two-and-a-half-line spacing, so don’t get cute. Double spacing gives us room to write our penetrating critiques of your mistakes between the lines. We need all the room we can get.

Standard margins are an inch and a quarter on the sides, an inch and a half top and bottom. Each page should be numbered.  I prefer the numbers at the top right, out of the way, to leave room for my pithy comments.

The length of the paper, of course, should be part of the assignment. If you are not sure, do not be afraid to ask. If you don’t know, chances are very good that others don’t know. The rest of the class and the teacher will thank you for clearing up the confusion. An assigned length of two to three pages does not mean one page and a line at the top of the second. It means at least two full pages with the possibility of spillover onto a third. Note that we teachers hate to discourage eager students, but few of us are thrilled to see papers several pages longer than the assignment calls for. Learning to be concise is a major part of learning to write. We are glad you have something to say, but keep it under control please. With perhaps forty four-page papers to grade before tomorrow, we are faced with at least 160 pages to read and edit before dawn. Being able to put yourself in the other guy’s or gal’s sneakers is a universal requirement for success in any endeavor.

I often do not give page lengths, thereby creating great anxiety, to which I respond by reminding fretting students of the fellow who asked Abraham Lincoln how long a man’s legs should be. “Long enough to reach the ground,” was his wise response. Your paper too needs to be long enough to carry the body of the text, no more, no less. This refusal to be specific causes problems for me as well, but by giving eight-page assignments to students with four pages worth of knowledge, we professors work against our own instructions. We say, “be brief,” “be concise,” “don’t waste words,” and we make fun of bureaucrats who write thirty-page memos on how to buy a doughnut. Then we give out assignments that force many students to learn how to turn four pages of information into eight pages of words. By doing this, we are in fact inadvertently teaching the very excess of verbiage we claim to abhor. Instead, I say, define your topic, establish your argument, present the evidence for this argument, rebut objections, and bring it all to a resounding conclusion. To do all this should take at least four or eight or twenty or whatever the number of pages that may have been assigned. If you think you can do it in fewer than the minimum required, may Allah be merciful. If you require a bit more, I’ll try to understand. Do the best job you can.




Timing Counts! 

In graduate school one semester, taking a seminar on William Faulkner from the great Hyatt Waggoner, I had the opportunity to shock a young classmate. She and I and a fellow student were walking along the brick sidewalk outside of class talking about the term papers we had been assigned. Suddenly, she turned and stopped us both in our tracks demanding, “Wait a minute! Are you guys actually saying that you intend to get these papers in on the assigned date?” He and I gave each other puzzled looks and shrugged. She stomped off in a fury saying, “I never heard of such a thing. Why, I’ve never handed in a paper on time in my life. What are you guys trying to pull?” She didn’t return the following semester. He and I are now up to our keisters in sophomore papers.

Deadlines are meant to be taken seriously, not absolutely, but seriously. You are going to have to sit down at some point and do the work, so you might as well determine to do it at the first opportunity instead of the last. There’ll be plenty of time for procrastination in the grave. I wish I had the gall of Harvard’s late great Alan Heimert. He once assigned us a term paper to be handed in on April 18. After giving us that date, he drummed his fingers on the table, looked up at the chandeliers, then sighed, “Okay, if you develop pneumonia and your dog goes into labor, I suppose I have to let you have an extra week. There, you’ve got until the twenty-fifth.” Then he gritted his teeth, drummed some more, and said, “All right, all right, if the government is overthrown and you have to march on Washington to save the republic, I guess I’ll have to give you one more week. There! Do not ask for any more extensions. I’ve given you an absolute deadline and two extensions. If you can’t get it in by May first, forget it!”

Still, some students will insist on making excuses and requesting extensions. One of the problems with this is that we teachers have heard them all. I always tell my sophomores at the beginning of my survey course to kiss their grandparents good-bye before the final, since so many of them seem to kick off that week. Even if there is a death in the family, you need to grit your teeth and get on with life. How long can a funeral take, anyhow?

We teachers get to be a pretty hard-hearted, cynical bunch. Once a sexy young female from Iran came up to me before the midterm, stood altogether too close, and oozed that she would do “anyzing” for an A. When I suggested that she work harder, she burst into tears and confessed she had a problem. She was in the United States, she said, on a grant that required her to get straight A’s. If she lost the grant, she would have to drop out of school. If she had to drop out of school, she would lose her student visa and have to return to Iran. Since her father had supported the Shah, if she returned to Iran, she would surely be shot. “Well, I guess you really had better work harder,” I said. She left in a snit. A week later she was back with another story. This time, she said, she would tell me the truth. She had been exaggerating before, but the truth was that her husband was paying her tuition. He did not believe women should go to college, but if she wanted to go on his money, she had to make straight A’s or he would beat her. I believed her that time for some reason, but my answer was the same: Work harder.




How Much Work Do I Have to Do? 

Do not even contemplate trying to write the paper in one draft unless it is already 3:00 a.m. of the morning the paper is due and you are so far gone that you don’t care what grade you get as long as the assignment is accepted. The first draft is always just a rough sketch of possibilities.

The very act of writing can itself be liberating. The rough first draft may well be nothing more than a page or two of hastily scribbled impressions. If you have any interest or curiosity at all, whether negative or positive, about a specific character or phrase or event, begin describing it. You will be amazed how soon ideas begin to flow. But under no circumstances should you think of this first effort as any more than the jotting down of rough preliminary notes.

If the first draft, then, is barely comprehensible, the second draft is your best working paper. This is written once you have a pretty good idea of what you want to do. It is the skeleton of what will become your final paper. It is also the hardest one to write.  Do not worry here about perfection, for this is also the draft that you next must comb over carefully to correct logic and organization, to note where better evidence is called for or has been left out, or where the argument has wandered off the path. The third draft then comes close to being your finished paper, but this is the copy that needs to be examined closely for typos, grammatical mistakes, misspellings, and other last-minute problems. Take the time to proofread every paragraph, every sentence, every word, before calling it quits.

Ideally, then, your fourth draft should be your final paper. Okay, laugh, but at least you’ve been told.




Picking Your Nose at 4 A.M. 

Still, students determined to find a reason not to learn how to write often complain about my nit-picking corrections and insist on being able to hand in almost anything and get credit. “Why obey all those stupid rules? It is perfectly clear what I mean,” they protest.

In general, I agree. Most of the time, the intent of the author is clear enough, even if the sentences are not grammatically correct. But occasionally a sentence makes no sense or, even worse, can be interpreted in entirely different ways. Writers cannot always tell how a reader will interpret their sloppiness. To avoid the occasions when confusion can cause real problems, you must develop the discipline to get it right ahead of time. That is why football players practice, practice, drill, and practice.

Here is the question: You are driving down a country road at 4:00 a.m. and come to an intersection with a red light in the middle of nowhere. No other cars are anywhere in sight. No other lights can be seen. Do you wait? Or do you go? You are a thinking human being, after all, in charge of your own destiny; it is just a blinking light on a timer. The argument for stopping is not that some country cop might be hiding in the bushes with his lights off, nor that some nut might be coming from the other way at fifty miles per hour with his lights off. The argument for stopping is to develop the habit of doing it when you do not need to so that you will do it when you do need to. For if you rationalize going  through a red light at 4:00 a.m., you might rationalize doing it at the same lonely intersection at 4:00 p.m. Eventually, you will take one chance too many.

Sloppiness begets sloppiness. Soldiers must stay clean and buttoned, not because they need to be neat to kill people but because they need to develop the habit of doing it right when it seems petty so that they will not get caught by surprise. Let’s face it. Picking your nose is not going to hurt anyone, especially if no one is around to see you. But if you get into the habit of doing it when alone, someday you may do it absentmindedly during a job interview or in front of that girl you are keen on impressing. That is why, even if it may not seem to matter, you need to proofread your paper carefully, correcting all the little nose-picking mistakes before you hand the thing in.

Sloppy grammar can also get you into trouble. When the D.C. sniper was randomly killing people in the vicinity of the school where I teach, I threatened to turn in any number of students as suspects. The local paper had reported that police were convinced they could identify the sniper because a letter he wrote “included a number of grammatical errors, including sentence fragments and misspellings.” The assumption that anyone who does not know standard English usage is a murderous maniac may be unbelievably stupid, but unbelievably stupid people run the world. Better to play it safe and learn the rules of your own language.





 Chapter 2

Choosing a Topic and Telling Your Story
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K.I.S.S. 


Ray Kroc, the founder of McDonald’s, had in his office a sign reading “K.I.S.S.,” which, he was glad to tell anyone, meant “Keep It Simple, Stupid.” “Simple” does not have to mean simpleminded. Keeping it simple means avoiding the complexity of too many competing, confusing factors. This applies to choosing a paper topic as well as writing a sentence or running a business.

Pick one topic, one argument, that is finite, limited, and can be defined. Do not try to explain everything; it can’t be done. Even if you think you know everything, avoid the temptation to put it all in every paper. We college professors do not simply skim the page searching for the magic words that get awarded “points,” which we then add up to determine the grade. We actually want a coherent essay, not a bushel of babble. Narrow in on a specific question or problem or character. Pick a word, a phrase, an image, or an event. Ask a specific question: “Why does the author use this particular word or image in this paragraph?” “Why did the Americans in Texas declare their independence in 1836 instead of 1835?” “Why does Jesse Jackson prefer the term ‘African American’ to ‘Afro-American’ or ‘black’?”

Your analysis of that specific question can then widen to include the larger problems of the text, or of life. Begin with your specific fact or quote or problem and then expand to the larger  contexts, first of the work under consideration, then of the author and his or her world, and then, if you are feeling ambitious, of the cosmic whole. But do not leave us floating in outer space. Keep the original rock from which you started in sight and be sure to return to it at the end.

When you do not have to answer the question of what the entire text is all about, the problem of choosing a topic is considerably simplified. You do not have to “understand Faulkner” or “the causes of the Great Depression” or “the meaning of existence” in order to write a sophomore paper. Begin with whatever interests you, even if it is only a single person or phrase or event.

And speaking of stupid, boycott all the Cliffs and Monarch and other shortcuts to an easy C that can be found all too easily in every college bookstore. Many of these can also be found on professors’ bookshelves. We read them too. Some of us (may Allah be merciful) write them. At the very least, we eventually come to recognize key sentences because of the many times innocent undergraduates have repeated them. I even had one lame-brain student list the Monarch Notes edition of a text in his bibliography.

The biggest problem with these notes is not that they save you from having to work or even think, but that they are altogether simpleminded when not outright wrong. They are written for consensus. That is, they represent the lowest common denominator of opinion about any given text, and that bar is pretty low. Their generalities are about as insipid as you can get, for the simple reason that any opinion we academics all agree on must necessarily be pretty vague. Think of a politician who has managed to run for president offending neither the AFL-CIO nor the Wall Street Journal, neither Louis Farrakhan nor the ACLU, neither the right-to-lifers nor NOW. This person may have no enemies but won’t have any friends either. When I teach Moby Dick, after spending considerable effort unveiling many of the complex layers of significance in the chapter “The Whiteness of the Whale,” if I have any time left at the end of class, I read the banal comments found in one of the standard crib notes. Most of the students get the point.




Plagiarize 

Tom Lehrer, the mathematician, sings a scathingly sarcastic song in which he assumes the voice of a Russian mathematician famous for stealing other people’s work:
Plagiarize! 
Let no one else’s work evade your eyes. 
Remember why the Good Lord made your eyes. 
So don’t shade your eyes 
But plagiarize, plagiarize, plagiarize, 
Only, please, to call it “research.”





That was decades before the advent of the Internet. Today, every freshman knows how to surf the Internet and cut and paste sections of articles into Word rather than taking notes and writing the paper him or herself. No middle ground exists here. Any use of other people’s words, even short phrases, without acknowledging that these are other people’s words is dead wrong. Period. Don’t do it. And don’t try to tell me, as one Saudi Arabian princess did, that you are innocent and the people you paid to write your paper for you must have cheated. That is not much better. We Americans (including most Catholics, to the pope’s dismay) are Protestant individualists at heart. We expect each individual to struggle and produce something unique from the individual soul. We do not want other people’s scholarship simply reproduced and passed along to us. We would rather you handed in your own sincere mistakes than someone else’s eloquent wisdom.

We teachers also check out sites like www.schoolsucks.com, where you can purchase whole papers disguised to look original. We have access. We will find you. You cannot hide. . . . We have access to software that scans all the texts on the Net and locates plagiarized phrases and sentences as well as paragraphs. After I told my composition class last semester about this new software, a stunned silence filled the room until one student meekly asked, “Is that software up and running yet?”




Brainstorming 

Whether you have no idea or even if you begin with a good idea, the very act of writing can itself somehow be liberating. It can break open the dams in the mind. Psychiatrists often recommend to their patients who are blocking that they try writing out their thoughts because this process often helps break up those dams. Ideas occur to the writer that would not occur if he or she were not already pouring words onto the page. One idea stimulates another in a stream of association that reaches deep into the subconscious. A trickle of words soon erodes the levee, and before you realize it the Mississippi is pouring through.

Try scribbling across a blank page any impressions, ideas, arguments, irritations, anything that comes to mind in a frenzy of free association. This process is called “brainstorming” and is the way many successful students come up with their paper topics. Discuss the assignment with friends, enemies, random people you run into on the bus, your stuffed armadillo, your pet porcupine, even your family. My best ideas have arisen in opposition to what I have heard others say. Listening to others can be a great aid in helping you define your own take on the subject. Go to the library and check out a book report, journal article, newspaper column, or website on the issue. You may be surprised how quickly responses crystallize in your mind. You may also be surprised by what other readers think is going on. What you at first thought an obvious and commonplace observation barely worth mentioning, much less writing a paper about, may well turn out to be a unique and brilliant insight all your own. If you see an elephant on the page, don’t be all that surprised if the other students see orangutans and zebras.

Even if you still have no ideas to scribble out, starting a first draft may be a good way to get an idea. Start not with a topic or idea, for you have none. Start instead with a literal description of the subject or one of the characters or the question of the assignment. Since you need to begin with the literal anyhow, try writing a brief summary, in your own words, of the plot or structure of the text. That very act may be all you need to start your mind expanding. Is the text interesting? Do you care about anything or anyone in it? Do you like one character and dislike another?  Why? Is that what the author intended? Why? What does this tell you about the author and about yourself? What about the ending? Is it convincing? Is it even an ending? What about the language? What kind of people actually talk like this? Keep fishing around until you feel yourself reacting with an opinion or until you can imagine an opinion whether you are sure if you share it or not. But under no circumstances try to hand in the wandering thoughts of this first draft as if it were a finished essay.




Why Must We Fight? 

In anything you write, you need to be making an argument. This doesn’t have to be an angry confrontational argument. Nor does it have to be profound. But there must be some point to it all, some message you are trying to get across. If you cannot imagine anyone disagreeing with what you are saying, then your paper is not an argument. A paper saying the sky looks blue on a sunny day is not an argument. A paper arguing against wife-beating or racism is equally pointless. Who would disagree? You need to go beyond safe conventional moralisms and say something. Instead of merely denouncing wife-beating, argue that alcohol taxes ought to be raised to pay for federally funded women’s shelters. That’ll get you into an argument in any bar in America.

Presenting and then resolving a conflict is the classic approach to writing any paper. Start off with a problem or a question or a mystery. A body lies mutilated in the biology lab: Whodunit? Lord Cornbury, one of the colonial governors of New York, used to solicit sailors on the docks while dressed in full drag: Why wasn’t he ashamed of his behavior? Why can’t that wimp Hamlet make up his mind? What complex secrets lie behind the innocent smile of the blonde in the movie? Why is dark always thought of as evil? Remember the Latin phrase Cui bono, not Cher’s late ex-husband but a question asked of bills introduced into the Roman Senate, “To whom the good?” Who benefits from this? Who is helped by this, and who is hurt, and why? Because we live in a cause-and-effect universe, every aspect of any text, whether historical, literary, or psychological, contains mysteries waiting to be revealed. Despite the arrogant posturing of academics and scientists, psychologists and economists, human behavior is still a complete  mystery. Any activity involving human beings is thus loaded with unanswered and often unspoken questions. All you need to do to come up with an argument is to be as innocent and evil as a child who won’t stop asking “Why?” Remember that every event and statement is an effect, and that every effect has a cause. If the reason for an author’s or a character’s words is not obvious, seize that as your opportunity to argue for your own interpretation. Such mysteries need to be solved.

Having a solution to your mystery, or an answer to your question, at the end of the paper is always helpful, but even that is not necessary. To lay out a problem, to ask penetrating questions, to explore some of the possible answers, to report on another person’s suggested answers, can by themselves be worthwhile endeavors. But we teachers do want our students to take risks and to try to express opinions of their own.

The worst papers tend to be written by students who are afraid to voice an opinion, who are afraid of being wrong. Don’t worry about being wrong. Most of the time, I don’t even care what you believe. Remember, this is not indoctrination. We are not here to brainwash you into accepting our beliefs. We are here to teach you how to argue persuasively. A paper is not a Scantron test; it is an opportunity for you to get past the mere recitation of facts and show you know how to think. There will be enough time for neutrality in the grave. In the meantime, we are creatures of passion, driven by our likes and dislikes, hopes and fears. Do not be afraid to voice them.

Relativism is the last refuge of the coward. Patriotism, a close cousin of tribalism, is not far behind. Some students, having no ideas themselves, hide in the platitudes of politicians. Other students, equally afraid to voice an opinion, any opinion, try to hide behind the skirts of relativistic rhetoric. True, all people have the right to their peculiar and perverted views, but you also therefore have the right to yours and even the obligation to speak up for them. Once, during my Fulbright year in Czechoslovakia, just after the fall of the Berlin Wall, I asked one young man, educated under Marxism, what he thought the words of a particularly provocative poem meant. He gave me a literal translation as if we were in first-year English. I asked him then what he thought of the poet’s idea as stated in the poem. “The poet,” he said, “made  this statement because it is what he believed. He is saying what he believes because he believes it. That is what I think.” I think of that student often. He was brought up in a system in which having personal opinions was considered downright immoral. There was one truth, worked out by the Communist Party, and students were expected to learn it and spit it back. The idea of admitting they had private thoughts, much less speaking them out loud in a public room with an authority present, was frightening to them.

But what excuse do American students have for hiding behind such nonsense? Our system insists on each individual’s worth. We teachers want to know what the world looks like from each student’s unique perspective. We want all the conflicting opinions to be heard and debated. Yet many students believe that diversity is an excuse not to have an opinion, as if voicing one’s opinion somehow threatens other people’s rights to theirs. When asked whether a particular statement is right or wrong, these students repeat the democratic belief that everyone is entitled to his or her opinion and that each person’s opinion depends on that person’s beliefs. “Yes,” I throw back at them, “that is true. And what I am asking for is your opinion. Tell me not what is true for everyone else or anyone else; tell me what you personally think. The world is a circus of many acts. Don’t sit in the stands watching; join it. No one will send you to the gulag for being different. Indeed, a new and different act may be applauded.”

Nor is it acceptable to avoid making an argument by presenting a string of unanswered questions. Many students, understandably, figure that if they raise good questions, they are showing that their minds are engaged. True enough! But we want more than that. We want you to try to answer the questions too. This may seem obvious, and it ought to be. But the open-ended question never answered is one of the slick tricks that we teachers get pretty tired of pretty quickly.




Daring Dissent 

Many students complain to me that their other teachers indeed are such bigots that they reward students who reflect their views and banish those who are different to some academic gulag. To  get ahead, say these ass-kissing upstarts, you need to learn to get along. On my campus, fraternity brothers openly snicker over the well-known and successful scenario for acing any course taught by a feminist. All they have to do, they tell me, is to start off pretending to be macho and sexist and then, over the semester, gradually come around to her point of view. The teacher thus rewards them not for their writing but for their “intellectual development” and “heightened maturity.” Other students say that to argue a conservative point in a liberal’s class, or a liberal point in a conservative’s class, is sure death. Although I admit that both sides of the political battlefield have some idiotic ideologues who do not know or care about the difference between propaganda and pedagogy, I suspect that in many of these reported cases, the problem is one not of conforming to the hidden or not-so-hidden agenda of the teacher but of failing to acknowledge it. All teachers have agendas; make no mistake about that. But most teachers are happy simply to have their viewpoints acknowledged, not digested and regurgitated.

Dissent from the class agenda is probably a healthy response and deserves respect, since it is always harder to fight the current than to go with the flow. But such dissent carries with it the additional responsibility of bowing toward your opponent before the battle starts. The tactic, which is simple but effective, involves giving the party line a nod in a brief paragraph near the opening of the paper. All you need to do is to say something like,
It is certainly true that Marx predicted the inevitable downfall of capitalism, and the United States as a capitalist country does exhibit many of the contradictions Marx discerned in capitalism. Indeed, some of these contradictions can be found in a close reading of our current text, The Essential Calvin and Hobbes. Nevertheless, other forces more than compensate for the failings of capitalism and have promoted development of the many beneficial aspects of American culture.





Then you can press on with whatever points you originally wanted to make.

The real danger with the dissenting paper, and it is one I have run into numerous times, is the failure to provide any evidence  that you have paid any attention to any of the class lectures or read any of the texts. That, after all, is a major reason for writing these papers. The grader needs to have some evidence not only that you have opinions of your own but also that you have read and thought about the assigned work. A dissenting argument that never even mentions the class agenda risks being read as an evasion rather than a response. The connection between your argument and the assignment may be obvious to you, but you have the responsibility to make it obvious to the grader. Spell out clearly but respectfully the points of contact and conflict.




Swindler’s List 

The opposite of the argument paper is what I call the “list paper.” This is the way many of you were taught to write English papers back in high school, and let me tell you, you were swindled. In this model of paper writing, a term paper on “Birds in Shakespeare” might identify three birds in Macbeth, four in  King Lear, and five in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. The topic sentence points out that many different birds are referred to in Shakespeare. The birds are then named and located. A particularly ambitious paper of this sort might even say what the birds are doing in relation to the plot or what significance they seem to have in each play. The conclusion announces proudly that therefore we can see Shakespeare’s use of birds. There is no argument, no point, nothing, just a list of birds. Who cares? What difference does it make? Who can argue against it? What has anyone learned? Give me a stupid argument over an empty list paper any day! In a history course, the equivalent of a stupid list paper is a chronological narrative that gives the sequence of events but nothing else: This happened, this happened, this happened, the end. At the very least, explain the order of your list; perhaps a pattern will be revealed that can lead to a meaningful argument. In the social sciences, too, interpretation, analysis, significance, and insight into causation are the ends desired. We need to know that you know the facts, but we are looking for more than that. With a little imagination, any list paper can be turned into an argument. Everything is controversial these days.
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