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Writing the Scholarly Paper 
Scholarly papers take many forms, and writers are expected to follow varying conventions 
dependent on the field for which they are writing and the type of paper they are writing. It is 
quite important that the writer follow the expected conventions for the field. That is, the writer 
must follow the formatting and style found in the appropriate guide or stylesheet. Some of the 
humanities fields use the Chicago Guide for style, some use Kate Touriban's guide. Many of the 
social sciences follow the APA Stylesheet (from the American Psychological Association). In this 
class we will use the guide used in the field of English: the MLA guide for style.  

In doing work for other classes, you will use other guides. One of the purposes of this class is to 
teach you, not the conventions of a specific stylesheet, but to follow a stylesheet -- you will 
locate the appropriate rules for formatting and citations in your Little, Brown Handbook, and you 
will apply them properly, not because I want you to know MLA style but because I want you to 
know how to follow written guides. 

The second consideration is the more general one of writing style. Assume the use of slang is 
inappropriate in all scholarly papers. "That is one hot system!" is not an appropriate evaluative 
statement by any conventions. Otherwise, styles vary tremendously. Some of the hard sciences 
like labeling: "My first point is ..."; "My second point is ... ." Such labeling is generally frowned 
upon in the humanities, as is such language as "I will demonstrate ... ." Instead writers in the 
field of English are expected to produce polished essays, pieces which, were the subjects and 
style more general, could comfortably appear in Harper's or Atlantic Monthly. 

While writers in some of the social sciences are expected to paraphrase material heavily without 
leads: ... tends to fall (James, 208); writers in English are expected to lead quotes, paraphrase, 
and summary (see the paraphrase and summary handout). In writing about literature, 
contemporary scholars also are likely to demonstrate 'close reading' by including brief allusions 
to primary source material regularly. Thus, you may see very short quotations, like this, often: 
"thy evil shadow gone" (Melville 804).  

The general rule for style is a simple one: follow the rules for your field, whatever they are. 

Scholarly papers also include sources. What sources and how many? That depends on the type 
and level of the paper as well as the field. A graduate paper may need to include all the most 
important sources (whatever is deemed 'important'); a doctoral dissertation will need a 
comprehensive literature review (everything directly relevant to the topic); a literature review 
will likely require a sizable number of well-selected sources; a freshman paper will likely require 
a completely arbitrary number of good sources as assigned by the instructor. 

Normally, a scholarly paper also requires scholarly sources, though freshman papers often allow 
popular sources. Even freshman papers in the field of English generally require the use of 
primary sources, which are readily available, and, depending on the type of the paper, may or 
may not require secondary sources. A lower division paper in history, however, may well be 
based entirely on secondary sources. (See the Sources handout at the beginning of the Writing 
the Research Paper module for explanation.) 



Organizing Thought and Writing 
The key to organized writing is organized thinking. A good paper provides the reader with a 
path from an initial suggestion to a conclusion. In the writing process, evidence is offered to 
demonstrate that the initial idea or claim (thesis) is a reasonable one, and in fact can be 
demonstrated as such (conclusion reflects the successful demonstration).  

What does organized writing require?  

• All points must be linked to the theme or thesis. -- If the point does not fit, either leave 
it out or amend the thesis.  

• All elements of the thesis must be supported. -- If part of the claim is unsubstantiated, 
the paper is incomplete; the claim remains unproven. Thus means of support and of proof 
for all claims must be employed.  

• A claim is normally supported by a series of subpoints which must be arranged in 
an appropriate logical order (more below). Each subpoint must be developed by 
appropriate logical structure and use of evidence.  

• Means of logical proof of a point (or thesis) include  
o causal argument: event A causes event B; the link between A and B is 

established by correlation (when A happens, B happens); proximity in time and 
space (A is capable of physically affecting B) or causal connection (A is capable 
of influencing B from a distance because of the connections ... ); order of events 
(A always precedes B);  

o definition argument: in the given context "A means ... " or "A should mean ... ";  
o empirical proof: physical evidence or statistical compilations of physical 

evidence indicate that A exists / happened / happens;  
o deductive or inductive reasoning.  

• Means of support of a point include  
o appeal to authority -- A, who has the expertise to know, concludes that X exists, 

happens, happened, will happen;  
o appeal to common values -- "we agree that willful destruction of human life is 

not morally acceptable, therefore ... "; "we agree that logical rather than emotional 
appeals are the appropriate means of argumentation in this class."  

• Means of support of a point (or thesis) also include analogy Note that reasoning by 
analogy is a means of support, never a proof; note also, however, that most works of 
literature employ some variation of reasoning by analogy as their means of 
communication; likewise uses of literary devices in more logically based writings reflect 
the use of analogy to enhance communication  

o Simile -- A is like B in regard to X;  
o Metaphor -- A may stand for / is B in context X;  
o Symbol -- A represents B.  

• Proof and support must be offered in a logical order. Logical order may take any of a 
number of forms, dependent on the type and content of the argument being offered:  

o Chronological -- events are offered in the order in which they occurred;  
o Logical deduction -- premises precede conclusions;  



o Causal-- either of two orders: Cause A or Causes A, B, etc. produce Effect X or 
Effects X, Y etc.; or Effect(s) XC, Y, etc.) is the result of Cause(s) A(, B, etc.); A 
complex causal chain would be presented in a chronological order (A causes B 
causes C ... );  

o Order of Importance -- An effective essay generally is arranged in a Major Point 
/ Lesser Points / Major Point order with the last point offered the one which will 
have the strongest effect on the reader; the last point leads into the conclusion.  

• Withholding evidence is neither logical nor ethical -- this applies to selective use of 
evidence for the purpose of bending the evident point of a literary work as well as 
misusing empirical evidence, altering a quote to change its meaning, or other sins against 
honest thinking.  

 
Thus a properly organized paper 

• represents the systematic development of a thesis;  
• contains no extraneous material;  
• contains sufficient material to demonstrate the point;  
• contains no unsubstantiated assertions.  

 



The Thesis 

Which of these statements comes closer to being a complete thesis statement? 

o This paper is about grass, cows, and corn. 
o The Dust Bowl was caused by a succession of ill-conceived ecological choices. 

The answer, obviously, is the second. In fact, the second is an excellent thesis statement. It tells 
me, in concise and precise language, what the [imaginary] paper is about. Unfortunately, the 
thesis statements of some papers I receive resemble the first example more than the second.  I 
have even had students, quite bizarrely, claim the first is a better statement than the second. 
Why? 

I strongly suspect I receive these curious little supposed thesis statements because some students 
have been taught to follow a precise structure of paper composition in comp classes: thesis 
statement at the end of the introductory paragraph listing the points to be offered in the three 
body paragraphs which follow. That form is sometimes adequate for a student learning to write a 
basic essay. That form is completely inadequate for any paper which is expected to include 
sophisticated content.  

A paper on the Dust Bowl topic could be arranged with three body paragraphs, one explaining 
the ecology of the undisturbed area and how native grasses kept the soil in place, the second 
explaining how the grasses were damaged by cattle grazing, and the third explaining how 
plowing and planting crops completely destroyed the root systems, leaving the soil to blow away 
in drought conditions. Thus, the paper is about grass, cows, and corn -- but that does not make 
'this paper is about grass, cows, and corn' a thesis statement. Neither grass, cows, nor corn 
constitute the point of the paper. 

A thesis statement does not list points. A thesis statement makes a point -- it tells me, 
precisely and completely, the focus of a paper. 

Does every good paper contain a thesis statement at the end of the introductory 
paragraph? 

The answer is no. If there is a thesis statement, it can be found almost anywhere in the essay. The 
thesis statement is a statement that serves, just as that second example, to unify the essay. It may 
be found somewhere in the introductory paragraph. Occasionally, it is found early in the body of 
an argument. It may not be revealed until the end of the paper. Wherever it is found, it is an 
explicit statement of that thesis around which the paper revolves. 

Of course, a paper may not have a thesis statement at all. The thesis of a paper may be implied. 
Or the thesis may be written as a couple sentences, or a very brief paragraph. That does not 
matter. The manner in which the thesis should appear is that which makes the paper best 
organized, most rational, and most readable.  



Any acceptable paper has a thesis. Every word of the paper must contribute to the explication of 
that thesis. But a thesis is not a sentence -- a thesis is a point of focus. A thesis is, quite simply, 
the significant point the paper attempts to demonstrate. If your paper has no significant 
point, it has no thesis. That is the case regardless of the form of the paper.  

The thesis statement is an explicit or direct statement of the theme or significant point of 
the paper (the thesis). A good paper may or may not contain such a statement.  

If it does contain such a statement: 

• the form may be that of a causal analysis, like example two; 
• it may offer the significance or unifying elements of the paper's subpoints (The creation 

of the Dust Bowl is a story of grass, cattle, and corn: it is the story of a thriving natural 
grassland, damaged by grazing cattle, destroyed by the plows of farmers anxious to plant 
corn, and destined to blow clear to the Atlantic Ocean.); 

• or it may take any other form that effectively centers the reader's attention on the paper's 
central point.  

 



Creating an Effective Thesis 

The first, most obvious, requisite for writing is that you must have something to write about. In 
one regard, this can be taken as ‘you must have ingredients at hand; you cannot build a cake 
without flour, sugar, eggs, or whatever components.’ However, that analogy breaks down 
rapidly. Indeed, you cannot bake a cake from thin air. But, once you have a subject item (a poem 
to analyze, an opinion to respond to, an event to explain) you have met that requisite – and still 
do not have ‘something to write about.’ You can have an endless supply of flour, sugar, salt, and 
eggs, but they are worthless if you have no idea what you intend to bake. 

To have ‘something to write about,’ you must have a goal – you must have examined the poem 
and discovered something to write in your analysis; you must have examined the opinion in 
question and discerned your own reaction; you must have examined the event and developed 
some reason to discuss it. 

Composing a working thesis is based on that premise. It is not enough to have some item ‘to 
write about’; you need something to say about it. Writing an organized paper requires the 
intention to get from point A (“this is what I read”) to point B (“and it leads me to this 
conclusion”). Your working thesis provides that goal and should be refined, by the writing 
process, into the thesis for your paper. 

You should compose a working thesis early in the writing process. You may gather information 
before you compose any sort of thesis; you may pre-write, compose lists, and other such tasks. 
However, to write effectively, you *must* have a working thesis in mind as you begin drafting 
any substantive material. If you begin writing without intending a direction, the best result will 
be a list (a good thing, but not a paper) or one or more snatches of pre-writing which will help 
you focus on a topic (likewise, a good thing, but not a paper). As an end result you are far more 
likely to have a mess than a paper. 

Compose your working thesis with the expectation that it will be the thesis of your final paper. 
Be prepared to abandon that expectation – if you are working well, you will change the paper 
during the revising process. For that first draft it is your thesis. Organize your paper based on 
that working thesis. 

As you should know, the thesis is the central idea of a piece of writing, the single complete idea 
about which the entire piece of writing revolves. A good thesis has a number of characteristics: 

Significance: the paper seeks to establish a point that has intellectual value; the reader will be 
convinced at the end of the paper that the writer has offered a claim of some importance; 
both the writer and the reader stand to gain from the production of the paper. (A paper 
which summarizes a literary work has limited significance; a paper which merely lists has 
no significance.) 



Clarity: the central point of the paper must be easily discernible to a reader of an appropriate 
level of expertise and intelligence; the central point must make sense to the intended 
audience. (“All writing should be as simple as possible and as complex as necessary”; 
thinking, likewise, should be both as clear and as sophisticated as you are capable of 
producing.) 

Accuracy: the thesis must reflect a claim that can discerned from an honest and intelligent 
evaluation of the source material; an indefensibly errant thesis can only create a flawed 
paper. (A claim that can only be supported by misuse of evidence is not defensible.) 

Comprehensiveness: the thesis must open the field to a full explication of the claim, one that 
encompasses the available evidence and logical analysis; the thesis must be broad enough 
to fully make a point. (A thesis that produces two pages of writing is either insufficiently 
developed or is inadequate for the purposes of the papers I assign.) 

Precision: the thesis must indicate a specific direction of development; the thesis must be narrow 
enough to exclude irrelevant or extraneous material; the thesis must be narrow enough to 
make a discernible point. (A thesis that does not allow the inclusion of multiple 
individual examples is too broad for the specifications of this class.) 

Scale: the thesis must attempt a point that can be offered with proper detail within the bounds of 
the intended paper. (The thesis of a three page analytic paper will likely be a bit different 
than the thesis for a research project and will certainly be different than the thesis of a 
book.) 

If the working thesis meets these standards, then you should have no trouble revising the paper to 
a final form with a strong thesis. If you find, in the process of writing, that your working thesis 
fails to meet these standards, then you should have a relatively easy path to revision as you 
attempt to construct a stronger thesis. 



Writing Effective Introductions  
This is the style of introduction many of you likely write: 

William Bradford and Thomas Jefferson were two great figures from colonial America. 
Both were very influential and both wrote about religion. It is not surprising that both 
wrote about religion because religion was a very important issue in colonial times and 
remains an important issue today. There were similarities in their backgrounds, but their 
writings on religion were very different. This may be partly because they wrote at 
different times. At the time Bradford wrote, England was involved in a series of religious 
wars and Bradford and the Pilgrims had come to the New World to practice their own 
religion in peace. Jefferson lived later, after the colonies had been settled, and had 
different ideas about religion. 

This is very weak: 

• the thesis is not clear; 
• the thesis is not clear because a sharp dichotomy has not been established; 
• the introduction drags on, and is full of sentences that say practically nothing; 
• the reader has little idea what points are going to be developed in the essay, despite the 

list of points of contrast; 
• "different ideas" or "there were differences" is neither a focused nor an interesting 

statement. 

This is the style of introduction you should be able to write: 

If we suggest that America was founded on the concept of "freedom of religion," we fail 
to realize that we are speaking of two different, mutually exclusive, ideas of "freedom of 
religion." The first, exemplified by William Bradford and the Puritans, was the right of a 
group of people to set up their own society, worshipping their deity as they saw fit. The 
result would not be a society that offered religious tolerance to individuals who deviated 
from the community's beliefs, but one that made religious conformity a requisite belief. 
The second, expounded over a century later by Thomas Jefferson, is the one the authors 
of the Bill of Rights would largely have accepted. Jefferson centered his arguments on 
the rights of individuals. People in good conscience may have different ideas regarding 
the deity; it is the obligation of the state to respect those differences in belief. Tolerance 
is both a personal virtue and an essential quality of a just government. 

The second example 

• includes and emphasizes the points of contrast 
• contains no extraneous material 
• offers a clear and sharp thesis 
• tells the reader what points are going to be developed in the essay without sounding like a 

grocery list. 



Just from the introduction, I can easily imagine an outline of the second (unwritten) essay: 

I. Intro 
II. Bradford's beliefs 
A. Historical background - the world of religious conflict 
B. Bradford's belief that the deity was responsible for all day to day events 
C . Bradford's words regarding those not of "the elect" 
III. Jefferson's beliefs 
A. Background - the secular world of the Enlightenment 
B. Jefferson, Deism, and his neighbors' varied beliefs 
C . Jefferson's words regarding the free competition of ideas 
IV. Conclusion --- " ...Thus Jefferson's more modern ideas reflect a world of individual choice 
and individual responsibility ..." 

For the first (also unwritten), I stumble. What are the key points? What matters? Why? As a 
reader, I have no idea where the essay is going. As an instructor, I have no idea if the student 
knows where the essay is going, or whether or not he or she has a real understanding of the 
material. 

Do not waste time or words: 

• Know your working thesis when you begin writing your introduction; 
• Do not say anything that does not serve to advance your thesis; 
• Be as specific as possible (no vague terms and no grocery lists of outline points); 
• Lead your reader directly into the points you intend to offer; 
• Make your reader aware, from the very first words, that your essay does have a purpose 

(beyond that of putting words on a page). 

 



The Paragraph 

Somewhere, many years ago, you were taught that a paragraph is a unified construction that 
communicates an idea. The examples below, written over the years by my students, demonstrate 
what a paragraph, within the body of a student essay, should look like. Each of the paragraphs 
has a topic (and usually a topic sentence); develops the topic by including, and only including, 
relevant material on the topic; includes elements of text and specific interpretation of that text; 
and includes appropriate citations. The body paragraphs of your essays should be similarly 
constructed: 

from a description of Moby Dick's Queequeg and Ishmael: 

Ishmael and Queequeg are not viewed as a likely pair of comrades. They are initially depicted as 
completely unalike. Ishmael is a young, Christian schoolteacher who is fair skinned and 
civilized, while Queequeg, who is a pagan, dark-skinned harpooner, is deemed as "infernal" by 
Ishmael in the story's beginning. However, their similarities are what join the two into an 
inspiring relationship of acceptance and sacrifice. Ishmael quickly realizes that Queequeg is a 
kinder soul than he first assumed. This is apparent when he states, "the man's a human being just 
as I am...better sleep with a sober cannibal than a drunken Christian." Their similarites are more 
numerous than their petty superficial differences. Queequeg, like Ishmael, was an outsider, for he 
had fled his native land to sail other parts of the world to learn about Christians, as evidence on 
page 61, "... and Queequeg sought a passage to Christian lands." They are both very accepting of 
each other despite their outward differences, and go beyond this by vowing to love and protect 
each other. Queequeg expresses this when, as Ishmael describes, "he pressed his forehead against 
mine ... he would gladly die for me, if need should be" (57). 

Note that the contentions are evidenced with a pair of short quotes. 

from a paper on Wallace Stevens' poem, "The Idea of Order at Key West": 

Stevens uses the song and the singer to represent the subconscious imagined world. The woman 
is seen walking by the sea at sunset, but she is never actually called a woman. Instead the woman 
is consistently called a 'she,' there is no human form to which she is confined. The imagination 
cannot take physical form in this world either. Stevens consistently repeats the idea of the 
imagination being deeper than reality: "...beyond the genius of the sea," "...summer without end," 
"...Bit it was more than that" (1, 27, 28). When reality and imagination are compared, the 
imagination holds more value: "But it was more than that, / More even than her voice, and ours, 
among / The meaningless plungings of water and the wind" (28-30). When compared, the 
imagination makes reality look small: "It was her voice that made / The sky acutest at its 
vanishing" (34-35). Like the weight of the song and singer in the poem, the imagination holds 
more value in the world than reality. Yet again though, the imagination can parallel the real 
world in aspects: "...and yet its mimic motion / Made constant cry" (4-5) 

Note that the five assertions regarding the meaning of the poem are each accompanied by 
reference to the text—the first to a pattern of word use in the whole text, each of the others by 
quotes and citations of individual lines of text. 



from a paper on Hemingway's "The Snows of Kilimanjaro" : 

Harry's attempt to experience a spiritual rebirth is challenged by his wife, Helen. Helen 
encourages Harry to hold onto life and his current existence (1848). Helen serves as a physical 
representation of the "comfort" and "security" Harry has chosen by ignoring his talents (1854). 
She also represents the earthly hell Harry experiences. Since Harry views his life as meaningless, 
Helen's wealth and presence only reaffirm his failings. Also, Harry's constant arguments with 
Helen serve as physical representations of the internal struggles he faces. By arguing with Helen, 
Harry is in essence lashing out at his own inadequacies and rejecting his present existence. Thus, 
he is calling out for salvation. 

note again the good use of references to the text as well as the generally sharp detail of the 
paragraph.  

from a paper on Moby Dick: 

Moby Dick, Ishmael says, symbolizes all the good and bad things associated with the color white 
(212). Ahab refers to Moby Dick as "that accursed white whale" (177) and obviously views him 
as a demon. He believes he is hunting down evil. On the other hand, the "prophet Gabriel" of the 
ship Jeroboam believes Moby Dick to be "God incarnated" and views the death of the 
Jeroboam's mate Macey, caused by the white whale, as just punishment from his god (344-45). 
Ishmael sees Gabriel as a madman, but one can argue that Gabriel is no madder than Ahab, 
whom Ishmael calls a monomaniac. The "ignorant crew" of the Jeroboam might follow Gabriel 
like sheep because of his supposed prophecies (343), but so does the crew of the Pequod almost 
blindly follow Ahab into his chase. 

note the strong comparison / contrast structure. All points are developed by a parallel structure; 
the development centers on the similarities of things initially judged as opposites. 

from a paper on Shakespeare's "As You Like It": 

Both Olivia and Viola take measures to hide themselves from society in response to losing their 
brothers. Olivia's grief, or rather, her desire to avoid marriage, has driven her to wear "a cypress 
(III, i, 102), a thin black cloth, over her face in order to "abjur[e] the sight / and company of 
men" (I. ii, 40-41). Because her brother is dead and she is the head of her household, a marriage, 
especially to Orsino, would result in her loss of power. Olivia's theatrical mourning ritual may be 
seen as the result of her reluctance to relinquish her power rather than a tribute to her dearly 
departed brother. 

Viola's method of hiding from society, which involves pretending to be a man, serves a 
completely different purpose. ... 

Here the comparison is offered in two distinct paragraphs, with different central ideas developed 
in each (the rest of the Viola paragraph is not included in this sample). 

 



Revision and Proofreading 

"It ain't over till it's over." -- Yogi Berra 

"It ain't done until you can't stand the sight of it." -- Mr. Price 

You should find this checklist useful as you prepare papers for this class, other classes, and for 
professional purposes beyond college. As I always ask for electronic submissions, you may omit 
my references to printing the paper for this class. However, you must check the format carefully 
as I expect papers without formatting errors. 

At some point in your writing process, you should produce a complete draft, a piece which is 
intended to be a finished, polished piece of writing. A rough draft or even an early revision is not 
designed for submission and will, by its nature, contain errors, omissions, and stylistically weak 
areas. You know to revise and correct your rough draft. That is obvious. But what about your 
finished paper? Are you really finished with it? 

The answer should be NO. After producing that finished paper you must revise, polish, and 
proofread. Following is the procedure I recommend: 

• You've finished writing -- save your work; for safety you may want to print a copy. 
Time permitting, take a break. Spend a few minutes or half an hour away from your 
paper. 

• Return to your computer and check or complete your formatting. At this point, you 
want copy on the screen that will look like your final paper. Be certain you have included 
all needed citations, have titled your work, and are using the proper headers. 

• Read the paper, asking yourself the following:  
1. Is the writing clear? If you cannot understand your own writing, how would you 

expect anyone else to? Every sentence must make sense; you must understand 
every word you have used. Ideas must connect with the material preceding and 
following them: add appropriate transitions if they do not. All contentions must 
be logically sound and offered in grammatically clear sentences. Do not use 
thesaurus words; do not ever use words you do not understand (chances are, 
you are misusing them). 

2. What should I add? Are your explanations complete or are they sketchy? Do 
you provide evidence for every contention you offer? Do you use good, apt 
examples? Do you fully demonstrate the logic of your analyses? Flesh out your 
argument so that your every claim is clear and logical.  

3. What should I cut? Do you use words like "great," "wonderful," 
"beautiful," or "important"? Get rid of them. If you've made your point, your 
reader will know how beautiful a cyprus swamp is and will understand the 
importance of wetlands without the labels. If you haven't made your point, the 
reader will not be impressed by your use of empty adjectives. Do you repeat the 
same idea? Say it clearly once, and get rid of the repetition. Stating something 
three times is a great technique in verbal argument, but you only need to say it 
once in print. Your reader can reread it if s/he needs to see it again. Does your 



paper include any material that does not relate directly to your thesis? Get it 
out of there. Every word of your paper should serve to explain, support, 
exemplify, provide evidence regarding, detail, modify, or limit your thesis. 
Anything else is garbage. 

4. Are the language and style consistent and appropriate throughout? My 
standards of scholarly writing and this department's standards of scholarly writing 
have been presented consistently throughout this course. Your writing must 
adhere to those standards. And note: name-calling, cheerleading, slogans, 
clichés, and exhortations have no place in scholarly writing. 

5. Is there enough variety? While writing should be as simple as possible, 
writing must also be as complex as necessary. A well-written piece employs 
complex sentence structure, varied sentence length, and other stylistic 
devices as appropriate to convey complex ideas in a complete and 
sophisticated manner. 

6. Have I used active voice most of the time? Passive voice is very useful at times, 
but is also distant, detached, and can be uninspiring. In some fields of study, such 
as the social sciences, scholarly essays heavily employ passive voice. In others, 
active voice is strongly preferred. In the field of English, use active voice when 
possible. 

7. Have I avoided connotatively inappropriate language? Have you avoided 
terms and grammatical constructions which may appear sexist, racist, ethnically 
derogatory, or otherwise insulting or even irritating? Have you avoided awkward 
phrasing and grammatical errors in your attempts to avoid sexist language? 
Saying "firefighter" instead of "fireman" should be easy; trying to match a 
grammatically appropriate pronoun to the antecedent "each" may not be. Reread 
and revise until you have succeeded at both. 

8. Have I followed the rules? You must consistently follow the rules for 
standard English grammar. You are producing scholarly writing; there is no 
room for deviation. 

9. Does my introduction serve to draw the reader's interest, to explain the topic 
to be dealt with, and to lead the reader directly into the body of the paper? 
Your introduction should not be too general to have meaning; your introduction 
should not look like a grocery list of points to be covered; your introduction 
should never contain extraneous material or idle slogans.  

10. Does my conclusion serve to put a wrap on the piece? The conclusion should 
serve to sum up your argument and to leave your reader with a clear 
understanding of your position. Your conclusion should not be a mere repetition 
of your thesis or a grocery list of your main points; your conclusion must put the 
parts together. Also, your conclusion must never make new arguments or 
introduce new points; that material belongs in the body of the paper where each 
argument can be effectively presented, not tacked onto the end like some sort of 
postscript. 

• After revising your initial final draft a few or a dozen times, you may reasonably believe 
you have a finished paper. It is time to print the paper, set it aside, and give yourself an 
overnight break from it. Return to the paper the next day. 

• Examine the hard copy (printed copy) of the paper.  



o Is the formatting correct? 
o Are there inappropriate line breaks, spacing errors, or page breaks? 
o Did the headers print properly? 
o Is the Works Cited list properly headed and formatted? 
o Repair any formatting problems before reprinting. 

 Read the paper at normal reading speed.  
o Does the argument make sense? 
o Does the paper read smoothly? 
o Do you discover the same paragraph has somehow made its way into the paper 

twice, or that a line has mysteriously disappeared or moved? 
o Are you certain this is the version of the paper you wish to submit? 

 If necessary return to the computer, complete any new content revisions, print the 
paper, recheck the formatting, and reread. 
 Once you are satisfied with your copy, you are ready to proofread.  

o Read the paper very slowly, word by word and sentence by sentence. You 
will not have a good sense of the general structure or content of your paper while 
doing this kind of reading. That is why you read the paper first. Your only 
interests while proofreading are spelling, grammar, and sentence structure. 

o Look up any words you may have misspelled and mark corrections on your 
hard copy. 

o Likewise, hand mark all grammar corrections. 
o Look carefully for errors which your computer or spellchecker may have created, 

as well as for the errors it would have missed. 
o Return to your computer, type in your hand-corrections carefully, and print 

the paper.  
 Scan the paper to make certain all pages have printed, all are in order, and the format is 
still correct; if you made a large number of corrections, you may wish to proofread the 
paper again. 
 Presumably, you are now ready to submit the paper to class. Place the paper in a 
clean, dry and safe place and leave it there until you feel a compulsion to reread and recheck it or 
until time for class. 

 



Why You Must Proofread 
After reading the following poem, which produces red lines only for ‘checquer’ and ‘wright,’ 
both of which are, incidentally, legitimate words, in Microsoft Word, you should understand the 
importance of proofreading.  

Ode to My Spell Checker 

Eye halve a spieling checquer;  
It came with my pea sea.  
It plainly marcs four my revue  
Miss steaks eye kin not sea.  

Eye strike a key and type a word  
And weight four it two say  
Weather eye am wrong oar wright;  
It shows me strait a weigh.  

As soon as a mist ache is maid  
It nose bee fore two long  
And eye can putt the error write;  
Its rare lea ever wrong.  

Eye have run this poem threw it,  
I am shore your pleased two no.  
Its letter perfect awl the weigh:  
My chequer tolled me sew.  
(Author unknown; assumed public domain) 

 



Writing About Literature - Rules for Style, Form, and Format 

• All acceptable writing is "about" something. A paper on a poem, short story, or other 
literary work is no exception. A paper must have a strong thesis which must be 
developed in an orderly fashion throughout the content of the paper. 

• Every word in an essay should serve to develop, offer evidence for, qualify, or 
otherwise illuminate the essay's thesis. Do not write empty words. Do not include 
biographical material unless the material is relevant to the thesis of your paper. Do 
not digress into personal moralizing or other irrelevant material. 

• In all variations of the English culture with which I am familiar, public figures are 
standardly referred to by their last names. In writing about a work of literature, your 
first reference to the author should be to the full name by which he or she is 
standardly known (Walt Whitman; Emily Dickinson; T.S. Eliot, etc.). Subsequent 
references should be to the author's last name (Whitman, Dickinson, Eliot). Use of 
honorifics (Mr., Ms., Dr.) is generally not necessary. Titles should be included in the first 
mention, but not in subsequent mentions (Alfred Lord Tennyson; Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 
// Tennyson; Doyle). For variation or clarity, one may choose to use either the entire 
name or the name with the honorific on occasion (a "Browning" entry that could refer to 
either Robert Browning or Elizabeth Barret Browning should offer the full name of the 
appropriate Browning). 

• Do not confuse a third-person narrator of a piece with the author; the narrator is an 
invention of the author, a persona, which may or may not greatly resemble the author. 
However, do assume that a third person narrator is of the same gender as the author 
unless the content indicates otherwise. Thus the 3rd. person narrator of much of Dickens's 
Bleak House is "he," though the narration by character Esther Summerson is by "her." 
The voice in a Flannery O'Connor piece is "she"; likewise that in an Emily Dickinson 
poem (unless she is "a boy and barefoot"). Note: misidentifying the gender of an 
author is a major error. The appropriate information is easily available for every author 
we are examining in this class. 

• Do not ever refer to an author by his or her first name. You are not on a first 
name basis with any of the persons covered in this course. Such claims for familiarity 
are unwarranted. The use of the first name is sometimes condescending; often female 
authors (and not males) are addressed in this fashion (sexist!). Therefore I will consider 
such usage a breach of etiquette and a deliberate insult to the author in question and 
may respond to it by awarding a zero to the offending paper. 

• A good paper makes explicit connection to the text it is interpreting. Include short 
quotes from the text where appropriate. Refer to events, images, and words in the text. 
Cite all such references using proper MLA format for internal citations. [In citing a 
prose work, indicate in parentheses the page number(s) from the text (414); in citing a 
poem, indicate the line number(s) (4-5); in citing a passage from a dramatic work, cite 
act, scene, line(s) (3.2:6-12)  ]. Remember, the most important function of citations is to 
provide evidence that you are offering a valid case. Use them. 

• Avoid long quotes. Long quotes in an interpretive paper serve little purpose except to 
lengthen the paper. Do not quote more material than is necessary to delineate or 
exemplify your contention. 



• Paraphrase or summary of a prose piece is not interpretation. Do not waste time 
retelling the plot of a story. 

• However, do offer as many of the elements of plot or description as are necessary to 
support your interpretation, and offer them in as much detail as necessary or 
appropriate. 

• Paraphrase of the surface events of an obviously symbolic, metaphorical or allegorical 
poem is likewise a waste of time. (Telling your reader that Frost's narrator "was walking 
through the woods" in "The Road Less Traveled By" is honestly silly.) Do not include 
such unnecessary paraphrase. 

• The attempt to sort and recount the action of a complex piece, however, can reflect 
good analysis. (As some readers have initial difficulty sorting the narratives in Robert 
Hayden's collage "Middle Passage," I consider an accurate surface reading of that poem 
as reflective of a genuine interpretive effort.) 

• Include the appropriate MLA heading at the beginning of all papers and include the 
proper running head (your last name and the page number) on subsequent pages.  

• Include a Works Cited page at the end of all papers. For most of the papers for my lit 
classes (2203, 2213, 2223, 2243, or 2253), your Works Cited page may contain one entry 
-- your textbook. The proper citation format for your text is found in the format example. 
If you use additional sources for any purpose whatsoever, they must be included on your 
Works Cited page. 

• Do not list a standard dictionary on your reference page; do not include dictionary 
definitions in your text 

• Your essay must have a title. I may be positively impressed by a delightful, original 
title. 

• Write in standard, semi-formal English. 
• Minimize the use of first person. "I" should be used rarely. "We" should never be used 

by anyone writing as an individual.  
• Avoid the use of contractions. 
• Avoid the use of second person: this means avoid "you" and avoid use of the 

imperative case ("Go to the store"). 
• Avoid slang. 

 



Approaches to Literature 

For the purposes of this class I will suggest there are two basic approaches to literature: 

• aesthetic: Is a work good or poor? By what critical criteria do we deem it good or poor? 
How does the work measure up or fail to measure up to those criteria? Is our application 
of our criteria justified or justifiable? 

• analytic: What does the story, poem or other literary piece "say"? What are some of the 
literary devices employed? Does the piece have layers of meaning? What are some of 
them? How is the meaning (or the piece generally) enriched by the various literary 
devices employed? 

We will not deal deeply with the first of those criteria. As this is a 2000 level survey class, I 
obviously would not expect any of you to be sufficiently versed in literary theory regularly offer 
learned expositions on the quality of the pieces we study. I am certain you have opinions 
regarding the quality of various pieces we study; I am equally certain that many of you give 
serious thought to your opinions, as those opinions should and do shape your reading habits. 
However, it would be tremendously unfair at this stage of your reading careers for me to demand 
that you justify your opinions; likewise, it accomplishes absolutely nothing for you to offer, in 
response to a paper question, "I like" a given piece without being able to fully justify your claim 
(I like asparagus, but my saying so imparts no culinary information; it tells you nothing except 
my personal preferences). 

For the second, I can and will evaluate performance in this class based on your abilities to 
accurately read a piece of literature, attempt analysis, and interpret a work. Those abilities reflect 
your ability to understand, to judge, and to enjoy any work of literature. Therefore you must give 
attention to means of literary analysis, particularly those below which I will tend to focus on as 
we examine various works in this class.  

 

Means of Literary Analysis 

Reasoning by analogy. It has been said, and I tend to agree, that the language of literature is 
metaphor. A good piece of writing creates or calls to mind connections between various images, 
objects, characters, ideas, and concepts. Thus, thinking by analogy is -- and must be -- a major 
element of literary analysis.. 

Analogical thinking works in this fashion:  

• A is like B in that both share attribute x; 
Therefore A can stand for B (symbol, etc.); 

• Or A is like B in that both share attribute x; 
Therefore A and B may also share attribute y (And do not leave out the may, particularly 
not if you are using analogical thinking to justify a scientific, as opposed to literary, 
claim). 



Thus we should find and explore a number of devices employed to bring analogical thinking to a 
literary piece: 

symbols -- item A stands for B (B usually being a concept or abstraction): the setting sun in 
"The Maypole of Merry Mount" symbolizes the end of sunny childhood. 

metaphor -- item A, in some sense, is or is analogous to item B: Faith is Goodman Brown's 
wife, but also is his religious faith. 

simile -- item A is compared to item B using "like," "as," or an equivalent connector: Mary's 
little lamb's fleece was "white as snow." 

allusion -- item A suggests outside item B by mention of an attribute highly associated with B: 
the mention of "the archduke" in Eliot's "The Waste Land" may allude to the pre-World 
War I world, before the Austrian Archduke was assasinated. 

allegory -- a work which creates a sustained "deeper meaning" (usually didactic) based on a 
consistently employed pattern of one-to-one correspondences is an allegory: Faith = religious 
faith; Goodman Brown = Puritan everyman; trip to woods = temptation; etc.; therefore the 
story offers an allegory regarding the human response to the existence of evil. 

We will also employ some very standard analytic techniques not particularly associated with 
literature: 

Comparision -- the examination of two pieces (or elements of a piece) to determine significant 
parallels or differences. The technique is that of basic comparison and contrast as taught in 
standard composition courses: 

• Step One: establish a grounds for comparison: A is like B in that ... 
Step Two: establish (a) significant difference(s) between A and B. Shelley's "Ode to 
the West Wind" and Keats's "Ode on a Grecian Urn" are both Romantic era odes, 
yet the former suggests headlong activity while the latter suggests quiet 
contemplation. 
or 

• Step One: establish grounds: A is unlike (or preferably, in polar opposition to) B in that 
... 
Step Two: establish (a) significant similarity(ies) between A and B. While Patrick 
Henry considered himself a devout Baptist and Thomas Jefferson was a Deist and a 
member of the Anglican Church, both strongly favored the disestablishment of the 
Virginia state church (Anglican). 

Inductive reasoning: accumulating evidence in the form of instances or examples to reach a 
general conclusion: In "The Maypole of Merry Mount" the woods darken when the pilgrims 
arrive, the narrator calls the Puritans "most dismal wretches," "the evening sky gr[ows] 
darker" as Endicott cuts down the maypole; it may thus be safe to say that the narrator 
does not sympathize with the Puritans or their aims. 



Deductive reasoning: making individual claims based on general rules or principles: Rivers are 
associated with the flow of life throughout literature [I would claim they are an archetypal 
symbol; [see Some Terms], therefore Huck Finn's river journey may be read as his passage 
to maturity. 

 



What is a Critical Interpretation? 

For the purposes of my classes, a good critical interpretation is a unified essay 
which elucidates one or more of the patterns of meaning that may be found in a 
literary work.  

Let us look at the parts of that definition:  

unified 
essay 

an essay which is thematically unified has a strong and clearly determinable 
thesis; the various elements of the essay (introduction, body, conclusion) all 
serve to advance, illuminate, illustrate, or limit the scope of that thesis; the 
essay includes no irrelevant material or padding. 

elucidates a critical essay is explanatory; a good thesis is a general statement regarding 
the work being examined; the body of the paper provides the rationale to 
persuade the reader that the thesis is valid. 

patterns 
of  
meaning 

an integral part of our approach to literature is the idea that a work of literature 
may have more than one valid interpretation; it is the job of the student to 
discern one or more valid interpretations of a given work, to discern how the 
content (plot, etc.) and the structure (various literary devices employed) serve 
to advance that interpretation, and to use the specific elements of the text to 
demonstrate the validity of the interpretation. 

found in • the interpretation must be developed from what is within the text; 
information on the historical or cultural context of the work may be 
included, but only to provide perspective and context for the 
interpretation; outside material may not be substituted for internal 
analysis. 

• the work may not be used as a springboard for an unrelated exposition; 
all contentions offered in the paper must rest on the precise text of the 
work in question; idle personal ramblings are not part of a valid or 
accurate interpretation. 

• statements regarding values must be developed from within the context 
of the text; the essayist is not to use an outside value system (either 
personal or religious values or "psychoanalysis") for the purpose of 
either endorsing or condemning the values of the author; your writing 
is to focus on the literary work, not on the author, and judgments 
which appear to focus on the author rather than the ideas or themes of 
the literary work have no place in a critical paper. 

literary 
work 

anything we read for this class, be it poem, short story, novel, dramatic piece, 
speech, or essay; while one would read an essay (and might even read a poem 
or a novel) as a piece of social commentary in a sociology or a history class, 
one would read the same piece with different intentions and therefore a 



different focus in a literature class 

A valid interpretation is one that accurately examines the piece on one or more 
levels. A valid interpretation includes:  

a claim (theme or 
thesis) 

a good essay must have a sharp focus; "Edward Albee uses 
various literary devices in the play ‘The American Dream’" is not 
a sufficient focus; "Edward Albee uses sarcasm to demonstrate the 
absurdity of 'the American Dream' in the play of that title" may be 
a sufficiently focused thesis. 

accurate surface 
reading of the work 

while it is usually neither necessary nor desirable to paraphrase or 
summarize a piece in a critical interpretation, it is necessary to 
refer to the action of the piece; all such reference must be 
textually and contextually accurate. Likewise, the derived 
interpretation must be consistent with the text and its context. 

internal coherence a valid interpretation is not self-contradictory. 

well-selected evidence 
from the text 

well selected evidence can include  

• plot summary or paraphrase 
• relevant quotes 
• precise reference to words, passages, or events that may 

have metaphoric or symbolic value. 

all such evidence must include page or line reference to the 
relevant sections of text. 

rational explication if you believe butterfly X is a metaphor for "the transitory nature 
of life":   

• show me the butterfly (with page citation) 
• tell me the context of the butterfly's appearance 
• explain why, in context, the metaphor is accurate. 

consistency with the 
text 

an interpretation that is supported by portions of the piece but is 
flatly contradicted by other elements of the piece is a misreading, 
and is not a valid reading. 

comprehensiveness a good interpretation incorporates the text and its components as 
completely as possible; the more material incorporated into the 
reading, the stronger and richer the reading. 



A work of literature may have more than one valid interpretation.  

In our in-class discussions I will quite often refer to "layers of meaning." I may develop one 
interpretation and state "that is my reading." I may partially develop one or more interpretations, 
discussing the patterns but not closing on "the" meaning(s) as I would if I were writing an essay. 
I may hint at or mention alternative readings to those I am focusing on. I do so because there is 
no "the answer" to the meaning of a piece of literature. Instead there are readings, in which one 
approaches a piece from his or her chosen perspective(s) and attempts to milk as much of the 
richness from the piece as possible. Thus, one reader may work near the surface of a piece, the 
other may work deeper, another's reading may just be "different." Any reading which adheres to 
the rules I suggested above is a valid reading.  

Grades on your essays will be based, not on whether or not I agree with your interpretations, but 
on whether or not you make your case. Students who exhibit deep thinking -- either in terms of 
depth of a reading or comprehensiveness or accuracy of a reading -- will be well rewarded. All 
students who put forth reasonable effort can expect to receive appropriate grades.  

However, students whose "interpretations" can only be accounted for by a failure to read the 
entire text or to read with reasonable care may expect very low grades. Likewise students who 
insist on making claims that have no relation to the text will not be rewarded.  

 



Descriptive vs. Prescriptive Criticism 

A student in one of my American Lit I classes noted, in response to Edgar Allen Poe's 
contentions on the appropriate length of a poem, "I think a poem should be defined in terms of 
what people have written, not what one person believes is a poem." She stated a major issue, not 
just in terms of how we respond to an individual critic like Poe, but in terms or our response to 
works of literature generally. 

A descriptive approach would hold that we should look at the various examples of a type of 
work, find common elements, choose representative samples of the different sorts of pieces 
which cover the range of the "type," and construct our definition to cover the full range of 
examples. Thus I might attempt to define "poem" as "a literary work in which structure, rhythm, 
and employment of various linguistic devices tend to have significant importance, often as much 
as or more importance than content; …” (see Some Terms for the complete definition).  From 
examining that definition you will see that I find creating a comprehensive definition of "poem" 
quite a difficult task. You “know a poem when you see one” – maybe; but locating a 
comprehensive, meaningful, and accurate definition is exceptionally difficult. 

A prescriptive approach would set rules and limits, such as "a sonnet must have 14 lines ...". 
Poe's approach to poetry, as outlined in his “The Poetic Principle,” like that of more than a few 
critics, is prescriptive. 

Our approach to both prose and poetry, because this is a survey class and because my own 
critical bent lies heavily in this direction, tends very strongly to the descriptive. Our 
approach is necessarily not entirely descriptive, and I will mention some of our implicit 
assumptions below; however, my intent is to offer a representative study of the literature of the 
period. 

A representative sample (and here is where prescriptive elements inevitably enter into the 
equation) includes the best and the most important works or writers of a period. Best: those 
writers or works who other critics have deemed among the best (as indicated by their inclusion in 
standard anthologies) and who meet my critical standards of quality(!); Most important: those 
writers or works who have heavily influenced the course of literature or otherwise served to 
merit the title "major," again as determined by other critics and by my own measure of their 
historical influence within (or occasionally outside of) the area of literature.  

So, what I teach is in accordance with my prescription; what I attempt to teach (and what 
is consistent with my prescription) is the most representative sample (descriptive selection) 
that I am capable of offering. This is directly contrary to the approach of those who would tell 
us what a work is "supposed to" be, whether that prescription is offered by an 18th. Century 
believer in the Aristotelian Unities or Poe or a more contemporary structuralist critic. My 
approach tends to be historical, and begins with my attempt to understand something of the 
perspective of the writer, primarily (but not entirely) as offered within the work. I believe in 
context, but not at the expense of the work itself; I strongly believe in internal analysis, but not at 
the expense of all external perspective. 



Symbols, Archetypes and Metaphors 

The language of literature is metaphor --- at least that is the case through much of the 
history of literature. Essays may or may not share this trait, for essays may be written in the 
language of science, or of politics, or any of a host of other subsets of the English language, 
subsets which may not emphasize (but never entirely eliminate) the use of metaphor. Likewise 
some poems, predominantly 18th. Century British, may be written in the style of abstract essays. 
Some poems may be written as political exhortations rather than metaphoric pieces. But as 
important as those many exceptions are, they in no manner interfere with our ability to reach for, 
see, and appreciate the layered meanings found in many literary works.  

In my classes, poetry and fiction, except where it appears inappropriate, will be approached from 
the direction of metaphor, symbol, and that which a Jungian would claim to qualify as 
archetype. For instance, the novel My Antonia, by Willa Cather, is not just a story of an 
immigrant girl who works on a farm, finds a job in a small town, gets pregnant, returns to the 
farm, and marries a conveniently available fellow countryman. Antonia has symbolic reality. 
My classes approach the piece from the direction of "what does Antonia mean to Jim Burden 
[the story's narrator]?" and find her linked to both romantic and Romantic visions. From the 
"small r" romantic perspective, she may have been the love he did not find. From the "large R" 
Romantic perspective, she reflected essential attributes of the land in which he grew up. The 
editor of the Norton Anthology mentioned an even greater symbolic role, as the introduction's 
unnamed narrator (one step back from Jim Burden and quite possibly representing Cather 
herself) uses Antonia as representative of the Immigrant Spirit, the farmgirl overcoming 
adversity to become the farmwife and the mother (literally!) of the rising generation of America.  

Papers on My Antonia should reflect something of the deeper meanings of the piece. Likewise, 
papers on "Barn Burning" should recognize the symbolism in such elements as Snopes' love of 
Fire [capitalization deliberate -- that is a hint]. Papers on Hawthorne should reflect his taste for 
allegory. Papers on O'Connor should recognize the deliberate layering of meanings that is a 
part of her writing. The list goes on, as writers incorporate the full range of devices with 
direction ranging from subtle shadings of meaning to visible and prominent symbols.  

Look for both the specific and the general. That is, you should see how the meaning of individual 
passages is affected by the use of specific imagery and should also see how themes are 
developed through patterns of imagery.  

For the former, begin by looking for and responding to the obvious imagery (and remember, the 
same image may not mean the same thing every time you see it; look at the context). Below are a 
few very obvious examples of images and standard metaphoric associations:  
   

rising sun; morning -- beginnings; new opportunities.
setting sun -------- the end; death.
night ------- the unknown; time of spiritual or moral darkness. 
the sun ------- enlightenment; the discovery of truth.



river ------- "flowing" or unfolding life.
road; path ------- the "path of life"; a direction or choice of action. 

Look also for more specific connections: "Why is Young Goodman Brown's wife named 
'Faith'?"  
And for more subtle ones: "Why is there a frozen leopard near the summit of Mt. 
Kilimanjaro?"  

Use those specific images as you develop your general interpretation. Remember: a 
summary of a piece of writing is not an interpretation. An interpretation requires 
investigation into the images, symbols, metaphors, and effect of a piece of writing. An 
interpretation gathers elements of a work into a thematically unified reading. For the 
purposes of my classes a summary does not constitute a sufficient response to any poem or 
work of fiction.  
   

Example: Reading the Major Characters of Bernard Malamud's "The Magic 
Barrel"  

as Symbolic Figures 

Leo Finkle, the story's protagonist, is a second or third generation immigrant. His parents 
identified themselves as and behaved as Old World Jews, even comfortably employing an Old 
World marriage broker. Leo is of a new generation, separated from his past. He is drawn to the 
traditions and structures of the past, as he sets about studying Judaic law (the Torah), not out of 
love of God, but out of love for the defined and structured scholarly world it offered. Leo Finkle 
represents the desire for religious and cultural heritage in the second generation 
immigrant.  

Pinye Salzman, the marriage broker, is a number of things including a representative of the Old 
World and old ways. He has, reluctantly, disowned his thoroughly Americanized daughter. He 
eats traditional food, holds a traditional occupation, and is deeply linked to his old culture. 
Salzman represents the smelly reality of the heritage Finkle imagines he can approach 
through his sterile studies.  

Stella Salzman, the marriage broker's daughter, is thoroughly Americanized. She has abandoned 
religion, culture, and tradition to take her place under the streetlight. Symbolically, she may be 
pictured as a whore because she "sold out" to America, abandoning all the old culture. She 
represents the new culture: rootless, free, disconnected from the old, but alive as Leo 
Finkle with his world of books can never be.  

For the final meeting, Salzman prays for the Dead partly as a prayer for his dead culture -- a 
prayer that the union of the living heart (Stella) and intellectual longing (Leo) will produce a 
new, living, yet traditional, Jewish culture. Stella must give Leo life; Leo must give Stella a 
connection with her heritage. Stella offers a new, American form of that "smelly reality" which is 
Salzman. Leo offers Stella (and his culture) the intellectual connection with the old ways. The 



floating violins and flowers indicate that the marriage will succeed, for the violins and 
flowers are symbols from Salzman's traditional world which indicate happiness and 
fertility. The optimistic reading is that America offers the two both its secular world and the 
opportunity to retain their culture.  

Note: the above reading deliberately reduces each of the figures to a single symbol. The work is 
more complex than that, as are each of the characters. Salzman is also a "salesman"; he may be a 
manipulator; there are hints he is some sort of supernatural being (a rather feeble and worldly 
angel). A good reading focuses on one or more of a character's characteristics without 
discounting or ignoring the character's other (sometimes contradictory) aspects.  
   

 



Discovering Metaphors 

Where do I find metaphoric or symbolic readings of words, passages, or entire poems or 
stories? 

Sometimes I take my leads from experts. I analyze Flannery O'Connor stories based on the 
directions and methodology offered by William Veeder in my graduate level course on Nathaniel 
West, Vladimir Nabokov, Flannery O'Connor, and John Hawkes at the University of Chicago. I 
learned about the Chagal paintings which are a key element in the concluding scene of Bernard 
Malamud's "The Magic Barrel" from Lionel Trilling's commentaries on the story. I have read and 
looked at a variety of critics. 

However, all interpretations or directions I offer in my classes are mine. They are not mine 
in the sense that I am the lone or original discoverer of these patterns of metaphor, but they are 
mine in the sense that I will not use any critic's claim that I cannot "see" for myself. If a critic 
tells me that Ernest Hemingway's Mt. Kilimanjaro ("The Snows of Kilimanjaro") corresponds to 
Dante's Mountain at the Center of the Earth in The Divine Comedy, I will pull out my Dante, 
examine the points of correspondence, and decide if I believe the claim is valid (in this case, a 
resounding "yes").  

I teach a direction of critical discovery, one that suggests that a work has one or a number of 
valid "readings" and that the individual reader is free to uncover elements of these readings and 
to pull as much meaning from the piece as possible. It is up to the individual reader to explore 
metaphors.  

How does one "explore metaphors"? 

The first step is discovery. One can discover metaphors by reading critics and seeing what they 
have found in a work. More importantly, one can discover metaphors by reading the work and 
saying:  

• "What is the action?" (surface reading) 
• "What are the connotations of important terms?" (shading the meaning) 
• "What ideas do the terms suggest?" 
• "What might terms or characters stand for?" (allegorical meanings) 
• "What other meanings might key terms have? Can I examine the work or parts of the 

work in terms of these alternate meanings of the terms?" 
• "Are there allusions to other works of literature? To outside events? To biblical events or 

religious beliefs? To psychological notions (particularly Freudian sexual symbols)?" 
• "Do patterns of metaphors or the patterns of action correspond to either (Jungian) 

archetypes or cultural myths?" 

The answers are obtained by reading, by rereading, by looking for patterns of words, by thinking 
about words or events in new ways, and by following outside suggestions. Yes, the discovery of 
"deeper meanings" is a matter of accurate reading and imaginative thinking. 



How do I determine if I am creating a valid direction of study or an erroneous one?  

Basically, and rather simply, I ask myself the consequences of my claim. For example, if I 
ask if John Donne's compass in "Valediction, Forbidding Mourning" might also refer to a 
directional compass, I find little corroborating material. Direction does not seem to matter; the 
narrator is interested in a complete circle; other possible directions found in the poem are "out" 
and "back" rather than "correct" and "wrong." Thus, linking the drawing compass with the 
directional compass seems non-productive. 

Other fairly distant readings may be more worthwhile. That the "grows erect" line could refer to 
male sexuality gives a direction for exploration that is not without possible corroboration. The 
love may be seen as secret; we have no lines which necessarily state that the "fixed partner" is 
female; the metaphor appears valid. Some exponents of some literary theories might see such a 
reading as "very important" and wish to develop its implications. I tend to look at that image as 
"something to keep in mind," and as a valid, minor element of a piece which appears to focus on 
the "higher" nature of love and the spiritual union of the narrator and his beloved. My 
conclusion: "Well, the reference might be there, or the 'growing erect' might refer to something 
other (or more) than that particular sexual image." 

That the two are joined at the top---the "head" or the place of the spirit does seem particularly 
important, as it stresses the "higher" nature of the love whether physical metaphors are noted or 
de-emphasized. Why? Because that fits with the entire tone of the piece from beginning to end, 
including mention of "the laity" and suggestions of a "priesthood of [higher] love." The more 
fully the image or metaphor can be integrated into an interpretation of the entire work, the better. 

Whether or not I pursue a particular connection or image depends then on 

• whether or not it is easily integrated with other images or metaphors in the piece; 
• whether its implications are consistent with the tone of the piece; 
• whether the pursuit strikes me as contextually apt; 
• whether the pursuit appears "honest," that is appears consistent with the most basic 

elements of what appears to be the author's intent; 
• and whether the inquiry leads me to a deeper understanding of the piece (as opposed to 

reducing the worth of the piece, as in replacing deep meaning with "jigsaw puzzle" or 
"cryptogram" stories). 

I believe a well-pursued search for metaphors and deeper meanings in a work of literature allows 
the reader to more fully appreciate and enjoy the piece. I also believe that a good story starts with 
the story and a good poem (usually) with the picture. A productive inquiry enriches that initial 
picture. That is my goal, not to replace or rewrite the initial story or picture, but to more fully 
comprehend the beauty of the piece. 

 



How to Read a Poem 
The following is my suggested method for effective reading. I do not claim it offers the only 
productive way to approach a poem, or the one you personally will find most effective. I suggest 
this approach because I find it effective.  

1. Read the poem from beginning to end.  Look for your general sense and impressions of 
the poem.  Does it tell a story?  What appears to be the action?  Is it mostly a 
description?  What is described?  Answer those very general questions, if you can.  If you 
cannot, perhaps the poem does not have an easily discerned surface meaning.  That is 
okay. The poem will become clearer to you as you reread, just as it will reveal additional 
sense and meaning to all readers as they reread. 

2. Next, read the poem aloud.  (Whisper it to yourself if you would annoy others with your 
reading.)  Listen for the rhythm and rhyme as you sound the poem.  Note areas of 
emphasis and end rhyme.  As you read, read to the punctuation.  Do not pause at the end 
of each line --- if you do, you will give the poem a herky-jerky sound that would prevent 
you and anyone else from enjoying it. 

3. Then read the poem slowly, word by word.  As you come to words you are not familiar 
with, look them up.  Likewise if words are used in unfamiliar fashion, reach for your 
dictionary.  Read any content notes the editor provides.  You cannot understand the poem 
if you cannot understand the words. [For definitions in contemporary or near-
contemporary poems, look in your dictionary; for older works or in circumstances in 
which you would be interested in the historical context of the word, look in the Oxford 
English Dictionary.] 

4. Begin to put together your line-by-line interpretation.  Remember, a poem may contain 
many layers of meaning.  Look for the metaphoric meanings of the words (in context). 
Look for outside images the poem may allude to.  Look for meanings beyond the surface 
interpretation. 

5. Try to arrive at a coherent sense of the poem, one that incorporates the imagery of the 
entire poem.  A valid interpretation is one that, at its best, incorporates all the imagery of 
the poem; at its least a valid interpretation is not directly contradicted by the content of 
the poem. 

6. Remain open to the possibility that the poem has more meanings than you have 
discovered.  Be willing to enjoy some of the metaphors, allusions, and images for their 
own beauty, as well as for their place in the greater interpretation of the poem. 

 
It has been said that "a picture is worth a thousand words."  That is 
nonsense and humbug.  A single Emily Dickinson poem, well under 1000 
words, may contain a number of pictures --- with each picture more 
vibrant and alive than any created by all but the finest of artists. 
 



Impolite Authors 

One of the things you should discover as you make your way about this campus is that you are 
now considered a part of the adult world. Adults no longer feel the need to shield you from 
various of life's ugly realities. You will learn, painfully, that money evaporates and that washing 
machines, if given the opportunity, will turn your white clothing pink. 

You will also discover, particularly in English classes, that respected authors sometimes use very 
impolite words. As you are grown up, you are expected to deal with this discovery in the manner 
of adults. I am not suggesting that you use such language -- I do not, in class or out, make 
derogatory comments regarding anyone's ethnic, religious or sexual identity; I seldom employ 
obscenities or "cuss words."  

However, if you are quoting an author who says "damn," either in a paper of in the context of the 
classroom, you must accurately repeat the "damn" in your quote. Likewise, if Mark Twain's 
Huck Finn thinks "nigger" is a natural and appropriate part of the English language, you will 
likely find it necessary to write or speak the word "nigger" in the context of discussing Twain's 
book.  

I do not suggest that you use such words gratuitously. If William Faulkner or Flannery O'Connor 
appears to be using "the N word" out of casual indifference, then do not quote the unimportant 
and offensive passage. But if Faulkner or Twain is using the word as part of his accurate 
rendering of Southern speech, you must likewise use the word in your quote. If Ralph Ellison is 
using the term for deliberate, thundering emphasis, then you must repeat the term when quoting 
the key passage. 

The case is the same for curse words and obscene terms. We will see literary works in which 
both are employed. When quoting from those works, you must quote accurately -- including the 
"bad words" where necessary. Thomas Bowdler is not a recognized member of this department. 
As I have been troubled by the appearance of a number of students with "delicate sensibilities" in 
the past, I must subtract points for "n*****," "d***," or other censored or bastardized 
renderings of quotes. Such constructions serve only to emphasize the term, and are precisely as 
out of place as are leers and giggles.  

I will not endure discussions of Dante's Inferno in which "the darned are committed to spend 
eternity in heck." (And a thank you to Dr. Little for his hilarious rendering of "Thomas 
Bowdler's Inferno," my source for this example.) 

 



The Dictionary Lecture - When do you define a term? 
I. When do you use and cite a standard definition from a general dictionary in an essay? 

The answer is almost never.  

• Your readers are presumably familiar with the definitions of standard terms and have 
access to dictionaries of their own for any terms they do not know. Do not ever begin an 
essay with a dictionary definition. 

• The only times you would use a dictionary definition would be to call attention to the 
improper use of a term in an argument to which you are replying or to indicate an 
accepted, but non-standard use of a term. 

II. When should / could you define terms in an essay? What should be your source for such a 
definition? 

The answer is that you should define a term  

• when you are using a technical term that is likely to be unfamiliar to your intended 
readers; your source should be the proper technical manual or technical dictionary (you 
might have occasion to define RAM to an audience of computer novices using a standard 
dictionary of computer terms; I would define picaresque for my students by reference to 
a glossary of literary terms); 

• when you are using a term in a fashion that is unfamiliar or misleading for your chosen 
audience (engineers and psychologists obviously use the word stress with different 
purpose; quality also means something different to a layman than to an engineer, for all 
that advertisers work to muddle that very important distinction); again, you should use 
the appropriate glossary or technical manual for your field as the source for your 
definition; 

• when you are using a term within a certain, precise historical, cultural, or intellectual 
context; your source should then be the appropriate learned source for the term (if you 
wish to discuss greed in the context of the Seven Deadly Sins, an encyclopedia article on 
the Seven Deadly Sins would be an appropriate basic source, but would not be an 
adequate source for use in a scholarly paper; if you wish to know the meaning of wood in 
Chaucer's tales, you would consult the Oxford English Dictionary, which would stand as 
a scholarly source. 

 



The Oxford English Dictionary 
Students doing work in the field of English, as well as those in history and any in a field where 
the historical use of a term is of importance should be familiar with the Oxford English 
Dictionary. Conceived of and begun in the nineteenth century, the O.E.D. sought to provide a 
history of every standard word in the English language. Assembled by reviewing as much of the 
written word as was reasonable, from the language's beginnings to the present, the O.E.D. has as 
its goal to show how each word was used in each given time period. 

As everyone who has attempted to read Chaucer is aware, the language changes. From the 
thirteenth century to the late fifteenth, changes in the English language were pronounced. The 
printing press and increased literacy left the language more stable, as Shakespearean English is 
more like our own than Chaucerian English is like Shakespearean, though non-standard spelling 
and punctuation still compound the effort of reading Elizabethan English. The language took on 
even more stability after Samuel Johnson completed the first good English language dictionary 
in the eighteenth century, but it should be noted that Johnson spelled 'magick' with a 'k,' and that 
he would find the concept 'motherboard' at least as curious as we find Chaucer's 'kimelin' (a 
kneading trough). 

The O.E.D. provides scholars a map of the changing language, allowing them to see words, both 
common and uncommon, in the context of history. An O.E.D. definition includes a standard 
definition arrived at by standard descriptive means (classification, detail, and differentiation) and 
an example of the word's use in context -- for each historical period in which the word 
appears. The dated examples with indicated sources allow the scholar to indeed envision a 
word's exact connotations and denotative meaning as it is used by whatever writer throughout the 
history of the language. Understanding is limited only by that personal idiosyncrasy that leaves 
each of us a bit less than perfectly intelligible to everyone else. 

The current Oxford English Dictionary is available online through the Mississippi State 
Libraries. It can be located with the databases and indexes on the library's webpage. There is also 
a print edition available in the library reference area, but I do not recommend its use. It is a bit 
dated, and standards for definitions as well as the terms for inclusion themselves have changed 
since it was produced. (The print O.E.D. offers a standard definition of myth, as referring to 
supernatural stories, as 'false,' thus issuing the culturally opaque and incorrect claim that Hindu 
myths, biblical myths, and all such myths should be judged 'false' rather than outside the realm of 
empirical validation; the current, online, edition does not make that error.) 

 



Sources for the Research Paper 

Your research paper will require that you make use of  

• one or more primary sources 
• a number of scholarly secondary sources 
• and may allow use of additional, popular, secondary sources. 

A primary source is an original text. In the field of history, it would be an original document or 
the text of one, such as The Declaration of Independence or the minutes of a House of Commons 
session. In the field of English, it is the text of the object of study, whether a short story, novel, 
poem, play, or essay.  

A secondary source is anything written about the topic. A history of The Great War would be 
used as a secondary source; likewise, a critical examination of Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter is 
a secondary source for a paper on The Scarlet Letter.  

A scholarly source is a piece composed for the use of scholars in the field. It would appear in a 
peer-reviewed journal or as a monograph or in an edited book. All journal articles can be taken 
as meeting our definition of scholarly. Obviously, this is not the case with books. Only books or 
book chapters that adhere to the scholarly conventions of the field can be taken as such. (Thus 
Stephen Jay Gould's The Structure of Evolutionary Theory is a scholarly source, but his Ever 
Since Darwin is a book for popular consumption, though Gould expounds his theories of 
evolution in both.) 

A popular source is one which appears in a magazine, newspaper, popular book, encyclopedia, 
or unreviewed webpage. As the content and style may or may not match the standards for the 
field, a popular piece has no assumed credibility. The reader must evaluate whether or not the 
piece is worth taking seriously. (A web article, for instance, may reflect the musings of a serious 
amateur or the rantings of an idiot.) 

***** 

A journal is a peer-reviewed periodical publication for a given field. Standardly, a journal is 
edited by a scholar in the field, articles are composed by scholars in the field and are selected by 
a body of peer-reviewers from the field; the journal contains no advertisements and is financed 
by its subscribers (primarily libraries in many cases). 

 



Finding Citations and Full Text Materials  
at Mitchell Memorial Library 

Go to the library: http://library.msstate.edu/ 

The library updates their webpage regularly and minor modifications of search pages take place 
as the providers update their systems. Take these instructions as very general, and give more 
attention to finding the correct types of materials than the specific steps I may include. 

You should find a ‘research’ tab on the main page. Under that page click the 

Search for materials button: 

You will find yourself with a number of choices: the first (Books ...) takes you to the Galaxy 
catalogue; use this if you wish to locate hard copy materials on the shelf or if you are searching 
for known books; under most circumstances you will not search the catalogue by subject in 
pursuing a research topic -- generally you will want materials from journals, not from 
monographs (books). 

You will use the Galaxy catalog to locate bound periodicals and article collections which may 
contain items you have been directed to by one of the journal indexes. You may also use the 
catalog to find the location of reference works. However, the catalog should not be your first stop 
in researching a topic. 

There are specific uses for each of the types of materials you will find listed; however, for our 
purposes, you want to find full-text journal articles and information on journal articles not 
necessarily available in full-text. Therefore, you want to click the 

Indexes/databases button. 

You will find that there exist indexes and databases which offer material relevant to most 
(presumably all) fields of inquiry that are studied at Mississippi State.  The library listings 
include subject area and alphabetic listings. Some subject areas should appear immediately 
relevant to your field of study (whatever that may be); others may or may not include material of 
particular value to you. You will learn, as you proceed in your studies, those which are relevant 
to your specific or general field. 

For my classes, in the field of English, we are going to be interested the English subject area 
database. Depending on the class, we will be working with journals in English and/or with 
general periodicals. The two databases we would be most concerned with are the MLA 
International Bibliography and Academic Search Premier. 

A simple method to begin would be to look at articles on some famous author in the MLA 
database. Type the famous author’s name in as a subject (remember, your author is to be the 
subject of the articles, not the writer of the articles). Click the appropriate limiting boxes: 
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• Do you want only material you can examine from your computer? Check the full text 
box. 

• Do you want a comprehensive list of available materials or are you looking for particular 
articles which may not be available on-line? Be certain the full text box is not checked. 

• Do you want only scholarly materials from peer-reviewed journals? Check the peer-
reviewed box. 

• Do you want only recent articles, or articles from a chosen time-frame? Set the 
appropriate time frame. 

• Do you want only material written in the English language? Tell the computer so; 
otherwise you will have to sift through results in French, Spanish, Bulgarian, or 
Nepalese.  

You may conduct the same kind of search, with slightly different choices, in the general 
periodical database: Academic Search Premier. Likewise, you can follow similar procedures to 
enter search questions into other databases. 

After you have entered your search, you will find a list of relevant articles. Many will be 
available in either html or pdf or both. A pdf article gives you the original form and format of the 
published item; an html article gives you the contend in a standard text form. Some may be 
available at Mitchell Memorial Library, but as hard copies or through different databases rather 
than the one you are searching. The ‘Find It’ button helps you locate those items. Other items 
may be available only through interlibrary loan. Students are invited to make use of interlibrary 
loan, and should consider using it to secure needed materials. 

Access to periodical articles and other publications are only part of the services offered by the 
library. You may ask for help researching any topic at the reference desk (in the room to the right 
after you enter the library from the Drill Field). You may use email or other means, as outlined 
on the library page, to request assistance from a librarian. You may make an appointment with a 
librarian to discuss an extensive or difficult research topic. You may find guides to citing sources 
under various stylesheets on the library’s webpage. Look over the page at your leisure to 
discover how good use of the library can make you a more successful student. 

 



Choosing Which Sources to Use 
Take all of these factors into account when choosing your sources:  

Contemporanity: How recent is the article or source item? How up-to-date is the information 
found in the article? (The information may be out-of-date even if the article is recent; check the 
article's sources of information.) Conversely, in some fields (English, history, philosophy) an 
article may never go out of date, but may be in or out of fashion at any given period. 

Credibility: See the "13 Questions: Evaluating Credibility" page. 

Appropriateness of Intellectual Level: Use the most sophisticated material available when 
writing in your field for an audience of experts in your field (caveat: don't ever use material you 
can't understand yourself); gear other projects for your own and your audience's reading level. 
[This means that you should use reasonably sophisticated popular sources for an English 1103 or 
1113 paper; you want to offer as much intelligent information as possible, but you also want to 
use layman's language throughout. For other classes you should use a more sophisticated mix of 
source materials, including peer-reviewed scholarly materials.]  

Reputation of Authors: "Names" in a field enhance the credibility of your piece; opinions 
offered by authors deemed "controversial" should be buttressed with empirical evidence or the 
agreement of less controversial figures or balanced by conceding the limitations of those authors. 
However, do not use a source merely because s/he has high visibility in a field; use the source 
because the author has offered a useful, accurate analysis. Likewise, do not shy away from 
controversial figures if those figures provide arguments buttressed with good analysis and 
accurate empirical data. An additional concern if you use Internet sources – in some areas of 
scientific controversy, purported scholars post “studies” on the Internet which would not pass 
peer review due to inadequacies in scientific procedure, collection of data, or means of statistical 
analysis. Such items should be ignored. 

Presence of Empirical Data: Does the author consult reputable studies? Does (s)he include 
historical or current facts? Does the author cite sources for data and opinion? Look at the 
endnotes!!!  

Intended Audience: Is the article designed as an informative piece (best), a persuasive piece, or 
purely an opinion piece (some -- not all-- Op-Ed pieces are nothing more than rhetorical 
exercises, and therefore useless)? Is the article a scholarly piece or a popular piece? Choose 
articles that offer real information as geared to the appropriate level of your paper. 

Relevance: Rather obviously, use the sources which offer the most information on your topic. 
Do not include material in your paper that is not properly related to your thesis. 

 



13 Questions: How to Determine if an Article is Credible or 
Not  

1. Is the material accurate? While you will not know if all the material in a piece is true or 
accurate, you should be sufficiently familiar with the material that you can pass judgment 
on the general article. If you see obvious inaccuracies, you should treat the article with 
skepticism.!f the article states that Joseph Biden is from Mississippi, discard it!  

2. Is the material up to date? An article on New Orleans written before Hurricane Katrina 
is hopelessly out-of-date; the damages inflicted by Katrina changed the city greatly. A 
similarly dated article on automobile emissions should contain a good deal of accurate 
information, but would not accurately describe current federal policy.  

3. Does the material utilize good empirical evidence? A good piece will contain (in 
approximate order of credibility level):  

o facts -- verifiable accounts of individual incidents, such as "Al Gore was the 
Democratic nominee for the Presidency in 2000."  

o statistical accumulation of facts -- "There are over 6 billion people on the 
planet" reflects the physical counting, by census, of all the inhabitants of the 
planet.  

o factual data computed by statistical means -- "Christianity is the world's most 
popular religion, with about 30% of the world's inhabitants describing themselves 
as Christians" reflects the combination of physical counting and statistical 
analysis (such as employed in surveys) in the attempt to derive an accurate total. 

o generalities based on extensive evidence -- "Falling objects accelerate toward 
the center of the earth at a rate of about 32 feet per second" is based on many, 
many instances of careful observation.  

o predictive or theoretical claims based on a preponderance of facts -- Both 
"Window glass will shatter if struck by a blunt object" and "Next month's full 
moon will occur on {insert date} " are technically theory, rather than fact. Both, 
however, are based on such a compilation of evidence that only a professional 
skeptic or a crazy person would doubt either.  

4. Does the author have a vested interest in advancing a particular point of view? 
While an article on ecological logging produced by Georgia-Pacific may contain a sizable 
amount of very good information, one can be certain that such a piece will also serve to 
show Georgia-Pacific's lumber operations in the best possible light. This does not mean 
the authors are dishonest; it does mean that they are unlikely to offer the whole story.  

5. Does the author have a personal interest in advancing a particular point of view? 
The piece on logging produced by an active Siena Club member should be evaluated in 
exactly the same fashion as that by that lumber company representative: the writer is 
likely to be informed, sophisticated, and accurate; but the writer is very likely to 
emphasize or offer only one side of the story.  

6. Does the author' present the case and leave the reader the opportunity to judge for 
him or herself? An author who attempts to directly impose his or her judgment on the 
reader ("this magnificent undertaking ... ") is generally less credible than one who 
advances the case by offering direct information ("the longest suspension bridge built to 
date, twice as long as ... "). 



7. Does the author resort to name-calling or rhetorical flourishes as a substitute for 
fact and analysis? Calling another person a nitwit generally serves to demonstrate one's 
own lack of intelligence. Persons who argue by ad hominems have no credibility.  

8. Is the piece found in a reference work or other work with tight standards of 
objectivity? If so, the author has an absolute obligation to report rather than offer 
judgment or commentary. I have seen judgmental dictionary definitions and encyclopedia 
articles; such articles reflect very badly on both the authors and on the editors who 
allowed such pieces into their "objective" works. Even the best reference works 
sometimes include serious lapses of objectivity. Example from Encyclopӕdia Britannica: 
"they [the approximately 250,000 people who are practitioners of neo-Pagan witchcraft] 
are using the word witchcraft improperly." If 250,000 people attach a meaning to a 
specific word and communicate among themselves and to the world generally using that 
word in a consistent fashion, then one of the meanings of the word is exactly what they 
say it is. Such are the standards utilized by English dictionary makers from Samuel 
Johnson to the editors of the O.E.D. and on to the present. One "expert" does not have the 
right or ability to excise words from the English language. The article stands as an 
embarrassment to the Britannica editors.  

9. Is the piece an opinion piece? The reader must be aware that the author is offering his or 
her point of view, is making an argumentative case, and is not under a moral or rhetorical 
obligation to present "both sides." George Will will favor corporate interests; Ellen 
Goodman will favor labor groups; and both are excellent writers. A writer of an opinion 
piece who presents an honest case and makes use of facts and logic has high credibility; 
one who does not has low credibility; neither necessarily tells the "whole story."  

10. Does the author regularly offer logical fallacies, ad hominem arguments, and 
dubious or questionable "facts"? If so, the article is worthless; cast it into File 13.  

11. What is the source of the article? Some sources have established a strong reputation for 
accuracy; others are regularly accused of bending the facts to fit their desires. The New 
York Times had, prior to the Jayson Blair debacle, an extraordinary reputation for 
accuracy, a reputation its editors have largely thrown away. The editors of Time and 
Newsweek, however, have been regularly accused of "bending" facts and misquoting 
speakers, generally not with malicious purpose but with the goal of making a "better" 
story. Thus, they have had somewhat lower credibility.  

12. What are the author's credentials? An expert in a field, provided he or she can 
communicate effectively, should have higher credibility than a professional journalist. 
Thus, I expect Robert Bakker (a noted paleontologist) to be a better source of information 
on dinosaurs than John Noble Wilford (a reporter, but also the writer of at least one 
excellent book on dinosaurs).  Both do have professional credentials that make them 
appropriate writers on dinosaurs, the former as an expert in the field and the latter as a 
professional reporter of the information culled by others. Both, therefore, have higher 
credibility than most amateurs in the field and than any non-experts. 

13. What is the author's reputation? Do you believe anything written by an author who 
regularly writes for supermarket tabloids? I do not; likewise, I hesitate to believe 
anything written by the supposedly responsible journalist who would not attach his own 
name to True Colors, the Clinton-era roman-a-clef. I will not give serious attention to 
writers who habitually resort to name-calling (no Rush Limbaugh or Ann Coulter, 
please). However, my first inclination is to accept the evidence offered by columnists like 



George Will or William Safire, whether or not I agree with their analyses. These writers 
have firmly established reputations for general credibility. They have demonstrated a 
concern with truth and accuracy over their careers. 

 



Argumentation 
The first thing I will stress about scholarly argumentation, is that it is not about "winning." It is 
about discovering and enunciating something we will term 'truth.' Truth, in the real world, is not 
apparent or obvious -- at least not in regard to anything of argumentative significance. Some 
philosophers (I don't agree with them) question if it exists at all. Since argumentation is, or 
should be, a process of learning rather than a process of confrontation, I focus on Rogerian 
argumentation and Toulmin logic. Classical (confrontational) argumentation is the appropriate 
technique for three groups: lawyers (the court system is based on confrontation); members of 
debating clubs (who use it to learn the strengths and weaknesses of argumentative techniques); 
and horses's asses (who, unfortunately, divorce themselves from the opportunity to learn with 
their self-righteous fury). 

Once we reach the conclusion that an argument is not a tennis match, we may use the 'field of 
play' much more productively. Yes, imagine a tennis court. Now take down the net and erase the 
inner lines. You are no longer defending a 'side' of the field, so you now have the opportunity to 
choose a spot on the field (near the middle, at the end line, near the sidelines, or wherever) that 
best reflects what you honestly believe. That, to the best of your understanding, is 'truth.' That is 
the honest set of conclusions you wish to enunciate. 

The second thing I will stress is that argumentation requires the use of factual material and 
evidence and the application of inductive and deductive logic. Whatever you have written in 
various school assignments has involved the application of those forms of logic. Writing on 
narrative, descriptive, and exemplification topics all involve the accumulation and organization 
of factual material. Classification and definition reflect deductive logic. Causal analysis involves 
inductive logic. Toulman logic involves applying inductive and deductive reasoning in real 
world settings.  

Appropriate Topics for any Argumentation Essay  

The thesis of an argument essay is generally resolvable into a 'should' proposition. That is not to 
say you are necessarily going to state an explicit 'should' proposition as your thesis, but is to say 
that to offer an argument is to take a stance. The 'should' may be direct: "We should build more 
wind turbines as an alternate energy source" or it may be indirect: "Thomas Jefferson's position 
as a slaveholder brings into question his commitment to the proposition 'All men are created 
equal'" = "We should question what Jefferson meant by 'All men are created equal' because he 
was a slaveholder." 

The argumentation essay must center on an issue. That is, the thesis must advance a position 
worthy of being questioned. "We should brush our teeth regularly" is not an appropriate 
argumentation topic. Presumably, all of us over the age of five know at least some of the 
desirable consequences of brushing our teeth and none of us know any rational objections to the 
careful and proper use of the toothbrush. 

However, "we should build more wind turbines" raises thoughtful questions, all worthy of 
exploration: are wind turbines cost-effective? do wind turbines disrupt the migratory patterns of 



birds? do wind turbines create unexpected nuisances (disruption of tv or phone signals; 'flicker,' 
etc.)? Thus a good argument essay offers an examination of both the advantages and 
disadvantages of a commitment to wind power, with the author then committing him or herself to 
his or her own reasoned conclusion: "Wind power is an economic opportunity because ..." or 
"The development of wind power is not economically or ecologically viable because ..."  

Likewise, the Jefferson topic offers controversy. On one side, the history student might take note 
of the evidence of genuine affection in Jefferson's affair with slave Sally Hemings; one might 
observe Jefferson's reputation for treating his slaves reasonably; one might note how limited 
were his opportunities for freeing his slaves. On the other side, one would begin with the obvious 
-- Jefferson was fully involved in a system that enslaved human beings. Upon delving into 
Jefferson's writings, the student would see that Jefferson thought slavery a bad system and a 
threat to the Republic, but also that Jefferson evidently thought blacks were inferior to whites. 
From that evidence the student would determine his or her conclusions and make those 
conclusions the center (thesis!) of his or her essay on Jefferson and equality.  

Development of the Argumentation Essay 

The  Toulmin model for development can be outlined by this sentence: An argumentation essay 
must include 

• a claim (your thesis) 
• grounds (evidence) 
• a warrant (the logical analysis that demonstrates that the evidence supports the claim). 

Structurally, a basic argumentation essay would look like this: 

• Introduction: demonstrates the existence of the issue and offers the thesis 
• Body: fully develops one or more deductive or inductive claims that support the thesis 
• Conclusion: offers the completed case in favor of the thesis. 

The wind turbine essay might be structured like this: 

• I. "Wind is a non-polluting, self-renewing energy source that could potentially be 
harnessed .... [leading to thesis]... "We should invest in wind turbines which could be 
built ...[locations]." 

• II. Discuss the initial investment in turbines and the potential amount of energy produced 
• III. Compare the ecological consequences with the consequences of development of other 

energy sources 
• IV. Discuss how much of a contribution wind turbines might make to the energy supply 
• V. "Therefore, a program of building wind turbines could potentially produce [percent] of 

[named area] electrical supply, at a cost [percent] below [named alternative], and with far 
less ecological damage than an equivalent investment in a coal-fired power plant."  

Argumentation versus Persuasion 



Scholarly argumentation is based on the principle that sound ideas will triumph over unsound 
ones in the "marketplace of ideas." (Credit John Stuart Mill for that 'marketplace' statement; 
however, the concept predates him by about a hundred years).Therefore, a good scholarly 
argument does not deal in:  

• fallacious reasoning (see logical fallacies) 
• lies or misused or questionable data 
• appeals to emotion or prejudice 
• personal appeals to the reader . 

Persuasion, properly or improperly, may employ all the above. Persuasion may or may not 
reflect appropriate ethics; ethical (yes ethical!) persuasion may include elements (emotional 
and personal) not to be included in scholarly argument. A perfectly valid editorial, sermon, 
or personal exhortation will likely include ethical, moral, or personal appeals that reside outside 
the realm of either empirical or philosophical proof. The elements of persuasion are often 
summed up as logos (logic and reasoning), ethos (establishing credibility), and pathos (appealing 
to the emotions and sensibilities of the audience).  

Argumentation, however, is about the facts, and conclusions logically drawn from those facts.  
The writer is out to establish credibility through the development of logical claims, rather than 
primarily to persuade. 

 



The Rational Argument 

as adapted, paraphrased and quoted from George Lakoff and Mark Johnson's 
Metaphors We Live By 

"A one-party rational argument is a specialized branch of the concept argument ... . If the 
purpose of victory is to be maintained, it must be victory over an idealized adversary who is not 
present. The only way to guarantee victory is to overcome all possible adversaries and to win 
[all] neutral parties over to your side. ... Since this is a rational argument, all of these steps must 
be taken, not just to win, but in service of the higher purpose of understanding." 

Lakoff notes the importance of these elements of rational argument: 

• content: the writer must offer sufficient supporting evidence; 
• progress: the writer must move linearly from some generally agreed-upon premises 

toward some significant conclusion; 
• structure: a rational argument requires logical connections among the various parts; 
• strength: an argument gathers its strength [viability, validity] from the amount and value 

of the evidence and the tightness of the logical connections; 
• basicness: this awkward word is used by Lakoff to refer to building the 'base' of the 

argument; providing strong premises and essential claims; 
• obviousness: the obvious may be alluded to or explained briefly; the less obvious 

requires more complete explanation; the apparently unlikely requires detailed explication 
to move it into the realm of the expected; 

• directness: the more straight-forward the logical path from premise to conclusion, the 
stronger the argument; 

• clarity: the claim itself and the connections between various contentions and claims must 
be clear enough to be understood by the reader. 

 
  

My own viewpoint, of course, is that one does not really enter into rational argument with the 
goal of 'winning.' One enters into rational argument with two objectives: 

• to refine one's own understanding of an issue; 
• to give one's own ideas and conclusions as prominent a place as possible in the 

understanding of those others who are concerned with the issue. 

Rational argument is not a tennis match, with two sides. Rational argument is a search for the 
'best grounds' on a field of possibilities. Rational argument is best pursued under the auspices of 
Toulman Argumentation, the search for grounds and warrant for one's claim, rather than 
Classical Argumentation, where the goal is merely to 'win' a single game before a debate society 
or in a courtroom. Productive argumentation is best pursued with Rogerian goals, to come 
together with one's ostensible opponents and find grounds for understanding, rather than manage 
some illusory 'defeat' of an angered and unconvinced opponent. 



Rational argument promotes knowledge, understanding, and solutions. Argument as 'battle' 
promotes ignorance, non-viable courses of action, and failure. 

 



Analyzing an Argument 
Logical analysis begins with these four questions:  

• What is the point?  
• How is it developed?  
• What is its significance?  
• What techniques are used to advance the claim?  

1) The most important question you must ask regarding any piece of writing is "what is the 
point?" The author, provided the author has the least idea of what he or she is doing, has a thesis 
and the piece exists to advance that thesis. Look for the thesis; identify what the piece is "about." 
If you fail to identify the thesis, there is nothing of consequence you can say about the piece.  

If the failure to identify the thesis is attributable to the essay’s weak construction, rather than to 
your failure to read attentively, the piece of writing is a failure. You should be able to discern the 
thesis by examining: the opening paragraph (what does the writer suggest is the purpose of 
her/his essay?); the concluding paragraph (what does the writer claim to have demonstrated?); 
and the topic sentences of each paragraph (what claim is the writer developing?). 

2) "How is the thesis developed?" in this case refers to the type of argument by which the author 
advances his or her case. Types of argument can include  

• Proposal arguments -- some course of action should be taken (or avoided); the argument 
offers the advantages of the adoption of the proposal or the dangers of rejection of the 
author's position.  

• Definition arguments -- arguments of interpretation: "A means X and not Y because .. , ."  
• Causal arguments -- argue the expected consequences of some given action: action X will 

cause / can cause / has caused result y.  
• Evaluative arguments, or value arguments -- "A is superior to B because .... "  

3) What is its significance? The answer may be quite obvious: "We are concerned about global 
warming because temperature change affects rainfall, length of growing season, and other factors 
which may influence our ability to raise food." The answer may be veiled or may go beyond the 
overt meaning of the piece. This is particularly the case in literary works, as a reader would be 
expected to understand Ralph Ellison's pointed look at racism in the "Battle Royal" chapter of 
Invisible Man, but might not at first find the underlying theme of economic determinism (the 
Marxist critique) nor understand Ellison's rejection of determinism in favor of the individual's 
battle for integrity (the book's Existentialist philosophy). Essays and other non-fiction pieces 
may similarly offer essential underlying points.  

4) What techniques are used to advance the claim?  

• Empirical evidence (see appropriate handout).  
• Reason:  

o Deductive reasoning (the standard)  



o Inductive reasoning (generally reflecting applied use of empirical evidence)  
o Analogy (not a means to reach a determined conclusion, but the key to creative 

thinking, to imagining new connections between things and new perspectives for 
analysis. 

• Causal analysis (used within almost all significant proposal arguments).  
• Appeal to authority (utilization of the words of an expert).  
• Appeal to values (generally as based on authority, philosophical belief, or personal 

belief).  
• Emotional appeal (a major element in almost all arguments outside the scholarly area).  
• Fallacious reasoning (yes, I've listed that as a category; we will examine fallacies of 

argumentation partly because they are used deliberately, effectively, and, of course, 
unethically).  

 



Argumentation  
Effective Argumentation in this Class  

Issues An argument must focus on an issue that has not been settled; can be reasonably 
viewed from two or more perspectives; and is open to rational discussion  

Style • Debate, courtroom style argumentation, and Classical argumentation are 
geared to "two sides" and "out to win" orientations. Such directions for 
argumentation are legitimate, appropriate, and not the form I will be 
concentrating on in this class.  

• Dialectic and academic inquiry, in which all involved parties attempt to 
arrive at "truth" or greater understanding, are, in my estimation, of 
considerably more value to students who must master scholarly writing. 
Our approach will be from this direction, and we will investigate Toulmin 
and Rogerian argumentation.  

The 
Case  

Effective and ethical argumentation of the sort I will be teaching involves  

• intellectual inquiry into the various perspectives of an issue  
• locating one's own view of the issue in the field of possibilities  
• marshalling evidence and logical analysis in support of one's own position  
• organizing the material such as to allow a complete and honest 

presentation of one's viewpoint  

Evidence This class will, when appropriate, emphasize pragmatic argumentation; a 
premium will be placed on the marshalling of empirical evidence (facts, statistics, 
and scientifically-based conclusions drawn therefrom); logical presentation will be 
emphasized; the utilization of well-selected expert testimony will be appreciated. 
While ethical arguments and items of personal belief will, should, and must play a 
role as we determine our responses to any issues of personal significance, 
argumentation in this class must be based on "hard" evidence and not just on or 
primarily on opinion.  

Logic  Students are expected to adhere to the logical standards appropriate to the methods 
they employ. Fallacious reasoning, whether it be misuse of inductive, 
deductive, or analogical reasoning, will not be rewarded.

 



Standards for Truth (Philosophy 101 Style Listing)  
 
 

Name Description  Value & Limitations  

Empirical 
Evidence 

That which can be directly 
observed; sensory evidence; 
experimental evidence; data; facts 
and statistics (statistics are 
organized compilations of factual 
data).  

Moderns standardly accept the accuracy 
of physical data collected under 
controlled conditions (properly 
conceived laboratory experiments) and 
the accuracy, allowing for observer 
error, of "real world" observations. We 
have dismissed, as logically erroneous, 
the sort of objections to empiricism as 
posed by the Greek Sophists (Zeno's 
Paradox, etc.). Empirical study, 
however, has only limited application to 
discussion of values issues (aesthetics, 
ethics, theological questions); one may 
measure the elements of composition 
found in a great painting, but such 
measure inevitably falls short of 
explaining why any painting should be 
"great." 

Reason  Deductive reasoning: the 
expectation that specific actions 
may be predicted by appropriate 
application of general rules;  
Inductive reasoning: the 
expectation that general rules may 
be discerned by observation of 
specific instances under properly 
controlled conditions. 

Deductive reasoning is certain provided 
the rules are accurate and properly 
applied (in context, Euclidian geometry 
always works). The limitation is that we 
can never be certain beyond all doubt 
that the application to the real world is 
appropriate [note that I used "all doubt" 
rather than "reasonable doubt"]; there is 
such a thing as non-Euclidean geometry. 
Inductive reasoning is limited in that we 
can never know all the specific 
instances; the expected accuracy of an 
inductive claim can be judged in terms 
of how much data supports the claim 
and how consistently predictions based 
on the data hold true. 

Authority The words of someone possessing 
more or higher knowledge than the 
typical.person; authority may be 

In terms of expertise, it must be noted 
that even the most intelligent and most 
knowledgeable human does not possess 



based on acknowledged study and 
expertise (Dr. Stephen J. Hawking 
on cosmology) or on such factors as 
position or claims of divine 
injunction (James I of England on 
"the Divine Right of Kings"). 

omniscience; using the information 
available in his time Newton could not 
have discerned General Relativity; in the 
past century, Einstein never found a 
Grand Unifying Theory. Experts 
regularly and thoroughly disagree with 
each other. This limitation should not be 
mistaken for the skeptic’s claim that 
expert opinion is without value (though 
when I think of how many people went 
to a premature grave based on the advice 
of doctors from the 1950s through 1980s 
to eat polyunsaturates (trans-fats) and 
avoid olive oil, I am inclined to 
wonder). 

Regarding position or divine injunction: 
we know (at least I hope we know) that 
Louis XIV of France was quite ordinary 
and fallible in all his actions and 
pronouncements; the same standards of 
examination should be applied to all 
who claim "knowledge" by virtue of 
status or position. [An inappropriate 
appeal to Biblical authority in this class 
will be met by the demand that the 
appellant produce the passage in the 
original Greek or Hebrew and provide a 
complete exegesis of the original 
passage; while reference to a religion's 
sacred text as a document may be quite 
appropriate, demands that non-believers 
accept the authority of the Koran, the 
Torah, or one or another versions of the 
Christian Bible are quite inappropriate.]  

Divine 
Revelation 

knowledge offered directly by a 
deity through a "chosen one" (the 
Pope speaking ex cathedra; a 
prophecy from the Oracle of 
Delphi). 

Why should anyone believe someone 
else's revelation? There is no method by 
which any person can prove his or her 
revelation came from one or another 
deity; such claims must be subjected to 
the same scrutiny as any other appeal to 
authority. (If you tell me you 
experienced a divine revelation I will be 
happy to believe that you did, but I still 



will have no grounds to accept the 
content of your revelation.)  

Intuition  
 
 
 
 
Innate  
knowledge  
 

knowledge gained by means other 
than the known senses; "feelings"; 
moments of "clarity"; personal 
insights. 
 
instinct, “hardwiring,” and/or what 
previous centuries would have 
termed “divinely imbued ideas” 

Subject to the same limitations as 
appeals to authority or divine revelation. 
 
 
 
We generally do not think of instinctual 
or ‘hard-wired’ ideas as relevant to the 
concept of truth, but many researchers 
will suggest they are key to how we 
structure our perceptions of the world.  
 
Both John Locke’s Treatises on Civil 
Government (source for the ideas in the 
Declaration of Independence) and Rene 
Descarte’s notion of “I think; Therefore 
I am” are rooted in the notion of 
divinely imbued (self-evident) truths. 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 



Fallacies -- Examples 

Conclusiveness: 
making a claim based 
on inadequate or 
incomplete data. 

"Statistics indicate that the 
percentage of deaths from a rare 
type of childhood leukemia in one 
rural county near the Nevada 
nuclear test sites was hundreds of 
times the national average.  
Therefore nuclear radiation causes 
leukemia." 

Since the population of 
rural Nevada is quite 
sparse, there may not be 
enough people present to 
stand as a statistically 
significant sample.  

Conclusiveness: 
making a claim without 
taking all elements into 
account. 

"Statistics indicate that the cancer 
rate for regions of southwest near 
the Nevada nuclear test site have 
been consistently lower than the 
national average.  Therefore nuclear 
radiation does not cause cancer." 

The rural Nevada 
population is likely to be 
predominantly Mormon -- 
a religious group whose 
members tend to avoid 
such carcinogenic products 
as tobacco, alcohol, and 
coffee.  

Flawed deduction 
(syllogism): incorrect 
form. 

Horton is an elephant. 
Horton hatched an egg.  
Therefore elephants hatch eggs. 
[Horton the Elephant is a Dr. Seuss 
character.] 

The second element must 
be a universal, not an 
individual instance, for a 
valid syllogism.  

Flawed deduction 
(syllogism): false data 
(the claimed universal 
in line two is not 
necessary true). 

Horton is an elephant. 
Elephants enjoy living in the circus. 
Therefore Horton enjoyed the 
circus. 

While the form is correct, 
the second item is likely 
false -- at least in the case 
of some elephants.  

Reification: mistaking 
the explanation or 
definition of something 
for the thing itself. 
(Term is from Soren 
Kierkagaard). 

"Our aerodynamic studies indicate 
that it is impossible for the 
bumblebee to fly. Therefore, if you 
imagine you are seeing a bumblebee 
flying, you are suffering an optical 
illusion." 

Obviously, what the 
bumblebee does takes 
precedence of anyone's 
studies or claims.  

Use of stirring 
symbols as a substitute 
for thought or logic. 

"My fellow Americans, I am a 
veteran of World War II, an airman. 
I was tailgunner on a B-17. Call me 
Tailgunner Joe.  I am a patriotic 
American.  As your senator, I will 
..." 

Senator Joseph McCarthy, 
the example figure from 
the 1950's, used his bluster 
and claims of military 
service to hide the fact that 
he had no real 
qualifications. 



Appeal to ignorance: 
claiming special or 
secret knowledge 
which the speaker will 
not reveal to the 
audience. 

"I have in my possession a list of 
over 200 federal employees who the 
FBI has identified as communists or 
communist sympathizers.  This is a 
classified list, so I cannot share the 
names with you.  I can assure you 
that I have the list." 

The "list," cited by the 
above Senator McCarthy, 
was found -- when it was 
examined -- to include all 
of two names.  

Common practice: the 
claim that if everyone 
does it, it must be okay. 

"But mom, everyone has a tattoo on 
their shoulder blade.  Half of my 
friends have nose piercings, too." 

"But mom, all the other 
little lemmings are 
jumping off the cliff."  

Traditional wisdom: 
the claim that "it has 
always been this way, 
therefore this way must 
be correct." 

"In my day, the only people who 
got tattoos were sailors and carnival 
roustabouts." 

In my youth, few 
automobile passengers 
buckled their seatbelts; 
most cars didn't include 
them; I do not recommend 
such behavior.  

Popularity: the claim 
that one will become a 
shunned outsider for 
holding an opposing 
view. 

"Everyone says tattoos are cool.  I'll 
be 'nobody' if I don't at least get a 
butterfly on my shoulder." 

And a third irrelevant 
appeal -- do any of these 
arguments address either 
the health or appearance 
issues of getting tattoos?  

Provincialism: fear of 
the unfamiliar. 

"I'm not trying that weird-looking 
Chinese stuff.  Find me a restaurant 
I can trust, one with good American 
hamburgers." 

Fear of the unfamiliar is a 
survival mechanism (don't 
eat the unfamiliar 
mushroom growing in 
your yard!), but can 
obstruct your ability to 
make reasoned choices.  

Red Herring: offering 
an answer that is 
irrelevent to the real 
issue 

"Several of you have questioned the 
efficacy of damming this river to 
create a hydropower facility. I 
really don't think that is a legitimate 
question. When I was young, I 
remember a dam on a small stream 
near our home.  The water held 
back by that dam propelled a 
gristmill.  I remember fishing above 
the millrace; and swimming --- I 
spent many an afternoon swimming 
in that mill pond." 

The issue regards the 
ecological consequences 
of erecting one specific 
large dam, not the 
romantic imagery 
associated with millponds. 

False authority: an "Hello, I'm Tom Brady and this is Whether or not Tom Brady 



endorsement by one 
who lacks honest 
credentials or genuine 
expertise. 

my offensive line. They represent 
the five layers of protection ... credit 
card."  
Then there is the all-time classic, 
the pain medication commercial 
that actually began with "Hello, I'm 
not really a doctor but I play one on 
TV ..." 

personally handles his 
finances well, he is not an 
expert financial advisor -- 
and his occupational 
success is completely 
unrelated to his ability to 
handle money wisely.  

Ad hominem: name-
calling. 

"Mr. Todd is a liar, a ****, and a 
damn fool to boot." 

This is name-calling at its 
crudest, and completely 
irrelevant to learned 
discourse.  

Ad hominem: appeal 
to the readers' 
prejudices. 

"You really expect a man to know 
how to change a disposable 
diaper?" 

Stereotyping the male.  

Ad hominem: appeal 
to the readers' 
prejudices. 

"You really expect a woman to 
know how to change a tire?" 

And stereotyping the 
female.  

Ad hominem: guilt by 
association (this forces two 
false assumptions; the first 
that Dukakis supported every 
action by the named 
organization, and the second, 
more important, the claim 
that a legal organization 
necessarily condones the 
behavior of those to whom it 
provides legal defense). 

"Michael Dukakis was a 
member of the American 
Civil Liberties Union, an 
organization that has 
defended pornographers, 
neo-Nazi's, rioters ..." 

The ACLU is an 
organization of lawyers who 
defend First Amendment 
cases regardless of the 
sentiments of the defendants 
-- the organization's belief is 
that they are defending the 
U.S.. Constitution.  

Ad hominem, however: this 
piece reflects a reasoned 
attempt to impeach the 
testimony of one who has 
claimed expertise, therefore 
in this case a valid 
argumentative device.  

Lawyer impeaching an 
'expert witness': "I see no 
reason to accept Dr. Jones's 
testimony in this case.  Dr. 
Jones's credentials indicate 
that he is, indeed, a qualified 
sociologist.  The testimony, 
however, involves individual 
memory.  Dr. Jones has no 
credentials, in terms of 
degrees or publications, in 
either clinical or 

This is an ad hominem, but 
is also a valid line of 
concern. If someone claims 
to be an expert, it is quite 
appropriate to require proof 
of that expertise.  



experimental psychology.  
He has produced no learned 
papers in the specific field of 
Memory." 

Straw man: oversimplifying 
an opponent's argument to 
portray his/her position as 
much weaker or much less 
realistic than it is. 

Responding to a proposal for 
bicycle paths from certain 
downtown neighborhoods to 
campus: "Not everyone rides 
a bicycle." 

But the proposal isn't about 
what "everyone" does; it is 
about meeting the needs of a 
significant number of 
people, as well as allowing 
ecologically efficient 
transportation.  

Begging the question: 
making a claim by simply 
rephrasing one's original 
contention rather than 
offering evidence. 

"Hunting is murder because 
it involves the killing of 
innocent animals." 

Animals are capable of 
'innocence' or 'guilt'? Where 
is the evidence of the 
desirable or undesirable 
consequences of hunting?  

"Complex question" or 
"loaded question": 
phrasing a question so that 
any possible direct answer 
appears to be an admission 
of guilt. 

"Is it true that you have 
stopped viewing 
pornographic websites?" 

Either answer to the 
question would be an 
admission of guilt, and it is 
very possible that neither 
answer is true. 

False dilemma: phrasing a 
complicated issue as though 
only two responses are 
possible and demanding an 
either/or response. 

"Either we must immediately 
impose restrictions on 
material found on the 
Internet or our children will 
grow up to be sex-crazed, 
lawless savages." 

Is this really a likely 
consequence? 

False dilemma: phrasing a 
complicated issue as though 
only two responses are 
possible and demanding an 
either/or response. 

"We are posed with a 
choice.  Either we must raise 
taxes 20%, or we must forgo 
all raises for school 
professionals and support 
personal for the next three 
years." 

Are there not other 
alternatives, a middle 
ground, or the like? 

Equivocation: changing the 
definition of a term in mid-
use. 

"We became human beings 
after we descended from the 
trees and moved out of the 
jungle.  Why is it we fail to 
demonstrate our humanity in 
our treatment of animals?" 

Human in the first usage 
refers to our species; in the 
second, it refers to ethical 
awareness. The two terms 
are not, in the context of the 
statement, related.  



Post hoc ergo proper hoc: 
"It happened after, therefore 
it was caused by ..." 

From a newspaper interview 
in the late 1960's:  "Last 
week, them astronauts were 
up in space.  Then it started 
raining three days ago, and 
we've had the worst flooding 
I've ever seen.  That's what 
happens when them 
scientists go messing around 
up there." 

Rather obvious -- mistaking 
correspondence for 
causation.  

Slippery slope: Action A 
will lead to action B which 
will lead to ... (Note my 
comment: some slopes are 
more slippery than others; 
some slopes are genuinely 
slippery, sometimes.) 

"If we impose restrictions on 
assault rifles, the government 
will soon be imposing 
restrictions on handguns, and 
then hunting rifles, and then 
all our guns will be gone. 
After that, they'll go after our 
carving knives, and then our 
steak knives. The day will 
come when we have to 
attempt to butter our bread 
with a spoon." 

This example seems a silly 
one, but then we see 
examples of students 
suspended for 'drug use' 
because they brought an 
aspirin to school. Rules in 
the hands of people who 
don't understand definitions 
and 'reason' are dangerous 
things. Therefore, do not 
dismiss every ‘slippery 
slope’ claim as fallacious. 

Is this one a slippery slope, 
or is it a trivial argument in 
the guise of a serious 
objection? 

"If we impose restrictions on 
Internet content, some loony 
local prosecutor somewhere 
will attempt to have the 
Smithsonian site closed 
down as pornographic." 

I am convinced that some 
loony prosecutor in 
Alabama will do exactly 
that -- and that the court 
appeal process exists 
precisely to keep such 
prosecutors under control. 
So, do we have a genuine 
danger or an inherent 
inconvenience? 

Hasty generalization: 
making a general claim 
based on a single specific 
instance (or at least an 
inadequate number of 
instances). 

"It's rained all summer. The 
climate has changed and this 
area is turning into a jungle."

What is the difference 
between "weather" and 
"climate"? A single season, 
obviously, does not provide 
the answer.  

Pars pro toto: mistaking a 
part of something for the 
whole. 

"The Internet should be 
closed down because it 
includes sites that tell people 
how to make bombs." 

The World Wide Web (itself 
only a portion of the 
Internet) includes sites 
which offer almost all sorts 



of information including, 
yes, bomb-making. 
Information on bomb-
making can be found in 
many places besides the 
WWW.  

Assuming one member of a 
set shares the characteristics 
of the rest. (Label that one 
conclusiveness.) 

Myron Rolle is a dumb jock 
because all Florida State 
football players are stupid. 

Myron Rolle holds an 
advanced degree in medical 
anthropology which he 
earned at Oxford while a 
Rhodes scholar. Obviously, 
neither his current 
occupation nor his 
undergraduate alma mater 
reflect any intellectual 
insufficiency on his part. 

Suppressed evidence: using 
only a portion of the 
evidence or telling only one 
part of the story (in this case 
ignoring the logical 
conondrum that tells us that 
a "large car" is only "large" 
until someone builds one 
that is even bigger, as well as 
evidence of the dangers 
posed by large vehicles). 

"It would be better if 
everyone purchased large 
cars, because in collisions 
between large cars and small 
cars the persons in the larger 
cars are much less likely to 
be badly injured." 

We should note that large 
cars do not significantly 
enhance the safety of their 
own occupants; they just 
negatively impact the safety 
of everyone else in the 
potential line of fire 
(pedestrians as well as 
occupants of other vehicles). 

Faulty analogy: claiming 
similarities between unlike 
situations. 

"The typical woman could 
not go out and play football 
with the men. She would be 
too small, her bone structure 
too light, and she likely 
would be badly injured.  So, 
should a woman pilot a jet 
aircraft?" 

Is piloting an airplane a 
contact sport?  

Non sequitor ("it does not 
follow"): an illogical leap 
of reasoning; in this case 
citing irrelevant reasons. 

"Mississippi State University has 
an excellent football team 
because they have recently 
expanded the football stadium." 

No, they expanded the 
football stadium because 
the sport attracts 
sufficient spectators.  

Non sequitor: in this case, 
mistaking personal tastes 

"I can't stand spinach salad.  They 
shouldn't serve it in restaurants." 

Everyone should eat 
only what you like?  



for universal tastes. 

Non sequitor: in this case, 
applying unrelated 
evidence. 

"I shouldn't have received an 'F' 
in English Composition because I 
didn't get any grades lower than 
'B' in my other classes." 

Your grade in one class 
reflects your work in that 
class, not your work in 
other classes.  

   

 



Using Exemplification in an Essay 

Exemplification, as the name states, focuses on one or more examples. An example is an 
instance of something, described in appropriate detail. It serves as specific evidence for some 
assertion or claim. "A maple" is an example of a tree (it is one type of tree). "A plant with a 
fibrous trunk and green leaves" is not an example; that is a description of a tree. "The maple tree, 
with its rough bark and wide green leaves, is a particularly common tree in North American 
woods and parks ..." is a developed example -- a specific tree is being described. 

There are two patterns of order generally appropriate to the extended use of exemplification.  

• One would be development of a single example in a narrative or descriptive pattern. The 
order would likely be chronological. The purpose would be to develop an individual story 
or description as representative of a class of such stories. 

• The other would be the development of a series of examples, the purpose of which would 
be to create a representative sample of the range of descriptions or experiences.  

The narrative of  The Life of Frederick Douglass is an extended example, as the entire book 
stands as an example of the life of a slave, as experienced by its narrator. His story is one story; 
he expects the story to be read as consistent with what most or all slaves experience. 

The various collections termed ‘oral histories’ reflect attempts to gather representative samples 
(multiple examples). Studs Terkel’s classic Working offers brief first person accounts from 
individuals in a wide variety of jobs and carrying a wide variety of outlooks. The book attempts 
to offer, by its diverse and representative sampling, a picture of American attitudes toward work 
in the 1970s. 

The criteria for using examples in an essay include 

• Choose representative examples: neither a mastiff nor a dachshund, alone, is likely to be 
a representative dog; I am not certain what one breed could represent the diversity of 
dogs, but I have deliberately mentioned two which are outliers on the scale of size. 
Choose examples that are well within the range of the expected.   

• When using multiple examples, choose a diverse range of individual examples: that 
mastiff and dachshund could join a retriever, a beagle, a sheltie, and a few mutts as 
representative of dogdom. 

• Choose a sufficient number of examples: you want enough dogs to fill that mentioned 
range. 

• Choose examples by a consistent, discernable criteria: a wolf in the wild is not a dog; as 
for a domesticated one – by genetics and function it may be a dog; by behavioral criteria 
as well as general usage it may not. That wolf should not be part of your list of examples 
unless your criteria clearly justifies its inclusion. 



Basic Causal Analysis 

This sample paper demonstrates the required elements of a causal analysis:  
effect (some observed condition or observed change in condition);  
cause (something found to exist in correlation with the effect; ocurring prior in time to the effect; 
and which may be logically or physically linked to the effect);  
mechanism (something which serves to link the cause to the effect; it should include either 
evidence of a physical link between cause and effect or development of a logical relationship 
between cause and effect).  

The direction of action is  
Cause ---> Mechanism ---> Effect  

[Remember, this is a tongue-in-cheek sample. A valid causal analysis requires a bit more 
evidence than our Og can muster, though this simple analysis exemplifies the logical structure of 
a causal analysis well.]  

On the Decline of Our Woolly Mammoth Population  
(a prehistoric global warming tract)  

by Og 

Hunting parties over the past few years have noted 
significant declines in our preferred cold weather 
food source, the woolly mammoth. These declines 
have given rise to various forms of speculation as 
to cause: that we have fallen out of favor with the 
Goddess; that we have inadequately sacrificed to 
the God of the Hunt; or that we simply are killing 
off the woolly mammoths faster than they can 
breed. I believe the cause is a different one, that 
recent changes in the climate of our Mother the 
Earth are causing woolly mammoths to die out 
naturally. 

Introduction: introduces the observed 
problem, and discusses the problem as an 
effect (caused by) of one or another 
earlier actions or conditions. The thesis is 
stated at the end of the introductory 
paragraph, as found in a traditionally 
structured essay. 

Yes, the last winter was a mild one and so was the 
one befor. I have investigaged and found that 
these progressively milder temperatures are part of 
a long term pattern. I have found that the median 
year-round temperature in this area is presently a 
full degree and a half higher than the median of 
twenty years ago, and reflects a gradual and 
constant pattern of warming. Warmer 
temperatures are reflected in the melting of the 
glaciers. The glacial shelf now stands a full three 

Demonstrates the existence of the 
condition our writer has identified as the 
cause. 



miles to the north of its autumnal equinox position 
of twenty years ago.  

While runoff from the glacial melt has increased 
water flow and the milder temperatures have 
increased the seasonal growth of meadow grasses, 
the woolly mammoths have been singularly unable 
to take advantage of these fertile conditions. It is 
my belief that, due to their weight, woolly 
mammoths are unable to effectively navigate the 
increasingly swampy meadowlands. It may also be 
that the present climate encourages the growth of 
varieties of grass that the mammoths find 
unappetizing or are unable to digest. I do note that 
I have seen numerous mammoths stuck in the mud 
flats and being harassed or eaten by carrion birds. 
Also, I have recorded the average age and weight 
of mammoths killed over the past several years, 
and have found that the average weights of mature 
animals of similar age appear to be dropping. I 
take this as a sign that the mammoths are not 
receiving adequate nourishment. 

Our writer attempts discern some link 
between the "cause" and the 
"effect." Why should warmer weather 
be unfavorable to the mammoths? He 
speculates on how the weather might 
interfere with their life cycle. 

The number of mammoth herds sighted has 
dropped dramatically over the past few years. Our 
tribe sighted a full two dozen herds five years ago, 
a number which dropped to nineteen three years 
ago, and to twelve last year. So far this year I have 
observed only four herds. At the same time, while 
the number of elk and caribou herds has not 
increased, the number of animals in each herd has 
risen dramatically. By my estimates, the typical 
herd of such animals has doubled in size. 

Quantifies the identified effect and 
provides context by comparing the 
mammoths to other herd animals. 

I can only conclude that the demise of the woolly 
mammoth is a weather-related problem, and 
cannot be prevented by any human course of 
action. We have no choice, I fear, but to 
investigate such alternate sources of food as the 
increasing caribou and elk herds. The woolly 
mammoths are passing on, and we must adapt.   

Conclusion restates the problem and its 
implications as developed in the body of 
the essay. 

 



Writing the How-To 

A process essay explains how to do something or how something is done. It is much like a 
recipe, except that it is written in the form of a narration rather than as a series of directions. A 
process essay would take the form: 

• introduction with a thesis, stating what is to be explained and, if desirable, why; 
• body offering the steps of the process in order; 
• conclusion which very briefly states what has been accomplished.. 

The most important element of any process piece is accurate detail. When offering a 'how-to,' be 
very careful not to omit any steps. If you leave anything out, the person trying to follow your 
directions will be unable to complete the task. 

I sometimes assign process or how-to essays as homework assignments. As a result I regularly 
receive papers that offer directions for changing a tire – directions that are potentially lethal. 
Rather than receive flawed directions, I’m going to offer good ones. Use this as a model for 
writing the ‘how-to.’ Also, use these directions if you need to change a tire on your car. Here is 
how to change a tire: 

You are on the highway, you run over some chunk of debris, and your car abruptly 
becomes difficult to handle, sluggish, and wants to pull to one side. You suspect a tire.  

Slow down and locate a place where you can safely pull off the side of the road. Pull over 
far enough to be safe from traffic and stop the car on as level a spot as you can find. Turn 
on your emergency flashers. Put your car in park, secure the emergency brake, and stop 
the engine. Now, if your flat is on the left be certain you can change the tire without 
venturing too close the road. Call a tow truck if, for any reason, you cannot comfortably 
and safely change the tire. 

You have decided to change the tire. Get out your jack and spare, but before you place 
the jack under the car, block the wheel diagonally opposite your flat so the car will not 
roll when you raise it (block in front of  the right front tire if your flat is on the left rear, 
etc.).  

Place the jack under the car in the location directed by the manufacturer. Raise the jack 
until it comes in contact with the car. Stop. Remove the hubcap from the wheel to be 
changed. Using your lug wrench, loosen the lug nuts now, with the car on the ground. It 
is easier and safer than when the car is elevated! Loosen in this fashion: choose one lug 
nut and ‘break’ its seal, loosening it a quarter-turn or so. Move diagonally to an opposite 
nut and do the same. Continue, moving back and forth, until you have begun loosening 
all four or five or six nuts. Then go to one of the bottom nuts – if it remains difficult to 
turn, loosen it a few turns then move diagonally across, proceeding to loosen all the nuts 
a bit. Once the nuts turn easily, go ahead and spin them all the way off. Be careful not to 
place the nuts where they will be knocked about when you remove the tire. 



At this point, your tire is still on the ground. Return to your jack, raising the car just 
enough to easily slip the wheel off. Do so and set the wheel aside. Align the holes in your 
spare’s wheel with the lugs on the car. You should find your car still too close the ground 
to slide the spare into place. 

Resume jacking the car. Raise the car sufficiently to allow the spare to slide into place. 
Push it into place and begin reinstalling the lugs. Begin at the top and turn each into place 
until it comes in contact with the wheel. Do not tighten until you have put all the lug nuts 
in place! Then begin tightening in the same fashion as you loosened the nuts – moving 
back and forth in a diagonal pattern, tighten each lug nut firmly. Go through the pattern 
twice. 

Return to the jack and lower the car to the ground. Take your lug wrench and attempt to 
tighten each lug again – you may find the lugs will tighten a bit more with the car on the 
ground. 

Stow your jack, your flat tire and its wheel, and the hubcap. Remove the block from in 
front of or behind the opposite tire. You are ready to proceed to a tire shop for permanent 
repairs.  

Things to remember: 

• A 'how-to' offers directions: it makes use of the imperative case, both in the direct (you 
add a tablespoon of butter) and implied (add a tablespoon of butter) form. 

• Be very careful not to leave out steps. If you write directions, the person following them 
should be able to follow the steps you have mentioned, with no significant additions, and 
successfully complete the action. 

 



The Comparison / Contrast Essay  

The comparison / contrast essay, by whatever name, is a standard for writing across all fields, as 
all scholarship requires the ability to make measured distinctions – to discover ‘like’ and ‘unlike’ 
attributes of items of study. 

The first thing to do when thinking about the comparison/contrast essay is to discover an 
adequate definition of the terms. Often students have been taught early on that "to compare" is 
"to list similarities" and "to contrast" is "to list differences." Those definitions are erroneous and 
are completely inadequate for thinking and for essay writing. The simple dictionary definition, 
from The American Heritage College Dictionary, 4th. ed., is, however, sufficiently viable:  

• To compare: to examine in order to note the similarities or differences of. 
• To contrast: to set in opposition in order to show or emphasize differences.  

Note that neither definition suggests the creation of a mere list. As should also be evident, a real 
essay requires a significant thesis. An essay is not a list. So, what should a writer do any time 
s/he tackles a theme centering on words like "compare," "contrast," "discuss the similarities...," 
"what differences exist between...?" or the like? 

The answer is to conceive of the topic in terms of either of two logical structures: 

• Determine that the two items are similar (and expect to demonstrate that similarity 
in the course of the essay); 

• Establish a significant difference or differences between the two (the significant 
differences constituting the thesis of the essay). 

Or 

• Determine that the two items are different -- generally diametrically opposed in 
some aspect, but sometimes (see analogy) just apparently very different (expect to 
demonstrate that point of contrast in the course of the essay); 

• Establish a significant similarity or significant similarities linking the two (the 
analogous aspects constituting the theme of the essay  

Quite simply, in a comparison/contrast essay, the writer wishes to demonstrate significant 
differences between like items or significant similarities of unlike items.  

The writing structure of a simple comparison and contrast essay would follow either of two 
patterns: 

• Introduce the topic, providing a significant thesis; 
• Provide a series of comparisons of the two items: A possesses attribute X; B possesses/ 

does not possess attribute X; A possesses attribute Y; B possesses/ does not possess 
attribute Y...; 

• Conclude by explaining how the comparison has demonstrated your thesis. 



Or 

• Introduce the topic, providing a significant thesis; 
• Discuss item A, offering a series of A's attributes; 
• Discuss item B, explaining how it possesses or does not possess those attributes of A (be 

certain your discussion of B parallels your discussion of A!); 
• Explain how this comparison demonstrates your thesis.  

The latter mode of construction is generally preferred, as the former tends to degenerate into a 
form of listing. The danger in the second form is that the writer may forget the obligation for 
parallel construction, and discuss the two (or more) items from different perspectives or different 
principles.  

   

 



Classification and Definition - Organizing the World We Inhabit  

These two elements of writing are also essential components of thinking. The first, Classification 
and Division, was investigated extensively in Classical Greek philosophy. Why is a triangle a 
triangle? It meets the requirements of a pre-assigned definition ("a 2-dimensional mathematical 
figure with 3 sides ..."); a figure is or is not a triangle based on whether or not it meets the 
definition. However, why is a chair a chair? Is it defined by function (Something to sit on)? Is it 
defined by structure (A chair has four legs, a seat, a back, and sometimes arms)? Sometimes one 
definition is applied, sometimes the other; the dictionary definition is likely to combine the two. 
However it is defined, an object is declared a chair because it is judged a member of a category 
that includes all other chairs -- chairs which may or may not much resemble our chair.  

Think about everything in your world. Is each object one of a diverse number of objects that fit 
into a given category? (Rover is "a dog"; your Dell is "a P.C." and more generally "a computer"; 
the thing growing in your yard may be "an oak" which is a kind of "tree" which is a "plant." 
Plato and Aristotle would have argued regarding whether the category is more or less real than 
the individual object. That question, one of the root questions in the history of philosophy, is not 
a major concern as we discuss logically organized writing. 

Instead, we will be interested in the advantages of classifying things -- how classification allows 
us to think about and write about things, actions and concepts. Classification and division allow 
us to organize our world. Again, we start with definition: this is a "chair"; these other things are 
"not chairs"; the mental process which allows classification and division begins by creating those 
two elements. 

However, we do not stop by thinking in terms of twos. We sometimes do so (when I was a child, 
we were taught that living things were 'either animals or plants'; our classification system has 
changed considerably since then, division beginning from the obvious observation that 
mushrooms do not perform photosynthesis). We sometimes divide things into many groups 
(dogs include border collies, boxers, fox terriers, old English sheepdogs, beagles, and many, 
many others). Our groups may include subgroups (A.K.A. purebred dog classifications include 
such groups as 'working dogs,' 'terriers,' 'retrievers,' each of which includes a number of specific 
dog breeds). 

The examples I'm offering are all pre-determined classes. However, in thinking and writing, we 
may find ourselves working with our own means of classification. We can take the group (it is a 
classification!) of people utilizing long-distance public transportation, as David Bradley does in 
an excerpt from his novel The Chaneysville Incident, and divide them among the forms of 
transportation they use. Thus we find a category for bus riders, train riders, and plane passengers. 
Do bus passengers have certain things in common with each other that they do not have in 
common with air passengers? Bradley says yes, and attempts to say something about the nature 
of society through his descriptions.  

This is classification and division: separating some defined group into sub-groups based on 
shared characteristics, and then using the division to produce significant conclusions. Bradley 



demonstrates the existence of social classes in 1970's America by demonstrating the inferior 
elements of the public transportation system most utilized by poor people.  

He also conveniently divides his subjects into three groups. When creating such divisions for 
purposes of evaluation or comparison, a division into three to five groups is desirable. That 
number allows the writer to establish a sense of significance. A system with more than five 
elements becomes a list, the concept of significance falling out of sight amid the varying 
characteristics of the member items.  

 



Definition and Classification 
Definition and classification are are essential elements to our logical organization of the world. 
They are the roots of deductive thinking. It is categorization and definition that allows you to 
describe the difference between a chair and a penguin. Let us define a chair: 

• it is an object that one sits on (I have categorized it as a thing rather than an idea; I have 
further categorized it as inanimate -- not a horse -- and localized – an object therefore not 
the ground; it is now part of a category that includes stools, couches, and the like); 

• it has legs (it is not a cushion), a back (it is not a stool) and is designed for one person (it 
is not a couch); 

• an extended definition would include what a chair may be made of (there are various 
possibilities), optional elements (may or may not have arms), its history, and a more 
precise delineation of its uses. 

That definition, and all good definitions, rests on two elements: placing the defined item beside 
others we have determined are related to it (placing it in a category) and describing its individual 
features so as to separate it from the other members of its class. If we have successfully done so, 
others will know what we are talking about when we say the word 'chair' or, more inventively, 
when we describe some less-known object. The characteristics below describe an entirely 
imaginary device which you should easily be able to recognize if you saw one and knew the 
definition. This is the "lugrarbe": 

The lugrarbe is a portable object utilized by trolls in much the fashion of a stool. As trolls 
are large, heavy creatures, they would define a portable object as something weighing 
under a hundred pounds. The lugrarbe consists of eight heavy tree branches, each about 
three feet long, and a sheet of slate. The branches are woven together with hemp at the 
middle, leaving the base and top spread wide. The base sits on the ground. The sheet of 
slate sits on the top of the tree branches. The troll, when so inclined, sits on the piece of 
slate. 

Clear enough? Yes, because you are able to connect this unknown thing (the lugrarbe) to its 
familiar components and to similar objects you find familiar. Thus you know the lugrarbe to be a 
rather peculiar sort of stool. 

Plato would insist that we are able to classify objects because there exists, somewhere in some 
Realm of Forms, the true and perfect model of everything (believe me when I tell you there is no 
‘true and perfect’ lugrarbe). Aristotle would hold that the categories exist because the objects 
exist. A modern would say that the category is a useful construct of mind, some element of our 
hard-wiring that allows us to make sense of the universe. Post-modernist philosophers, to the 
chagrin of modern empiricists, may insist categories have no reality at all (such insistence, I will 
hold, is purely rhetorical, as I know of no post-modernist so convinced of the uselessness of 
categories as to be unable to enter a restaurant and order breakfast). 

Whatever its source, categorization allows us to predict an item's behavior (my dog will run 
rather than try to fly); to compare it to other items; and to generally determine where it 'fits' in 



the world as we know it. A definition would serve to explain exactly where something does fit 
into a rational scheme of reality. Creating a system of  classification and division allows one to 
create or examine classes of items, using the classes to discover or predict attributes of individual 
members of the class.  

At its simplest, it is classification that allows a hunter to comprehend the difference between a 
deer and a cow and (hopefully) not fire into a herd of grazing cattle. At its more complex, 
classification allows a person to determine interactions with the full range of objects, creatures, 
and people that populate his or her world. 

The truckstop waitress in John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath divides the human population, 
for her purposes, into ‘shitheels,’ truckers, and whatever others wander into her diner. A police 
officer on patrol may divide the human population into people he might expect or might not 
expect to find in a given neighborhood. Both receive insights from their divisions. Both also 
might be accused of stereotyping, with the police officer, if s/he allows such judgments to 
override injunctions of fairness, in danger of accusations of ‘racial profiling.’  

Classification is necessary; its pragmatic consequences may be both good and bad. 

 

 



The Definition in Context 

A definition uses other words to explain what a word means. Generally a definition describes an 
item as a member of a class, then differentiates the item from other members of the class.  

A cow is an animal raised in the U.S. as a predominant source of dairy products and a major 
meat source.  

What your text does not mention is how context-dependent a definition is. In this case, the choice 
of class is not very context-dependent, as we rather automatically move to biological 
classifications in defining living creatures. The selection of individual properties, however, is 
particularly context dependent. That same cow (or its near relative) would be one of a number of 
sources of dairy products and meat in Italy, a sacred nuisance in Hindu India, or a representation 
of wealth in some indiginous community in Africa or the Middle East. The above definition 
would be incomplete or inaccurate in any of those contexts. 

A dictionary definition aims for universality of coverage. The three or four, or seventeen, 
definitions of a word in a standard dictionary are defined to give the reader a generally accurate 
picture of what is meant on any occasion that the reader comes across the word. 

An extended definition, however, is likely to focus on a particular context. It explains, in detail, 
the thing, event, or action referred to by some specific uses of the word.  

 




