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Do you worry about the effectiveness of your writing style? As emerging scholars, perfecting the craft of writing is an essential component of developing as graduate students, and yet resources for honing these skills are largely under utilized. Larry McEnerney, Director of the University of Chicago's Writing Program, led this session in an effort to communicate helpful rules, skills, and resources that are available to graduate students interested in further developing their writing style.

0:00
(majestic music)
0:34
- Let me immediately clarify things a bit by telling you a little bit about the difference
0:40
of the University of Chicago's writing program. We're one of, as far as we know, two in the country who takes what we call
0:46
a top-down approach to writing, rather than bottom-up. Every other school in the country, their primary constituency is freshman.
0:54
So most every school has something like freshman composition, freshman writing, freshman seminars, et cetera.
0:59
We don't actually have that course here. As I remind people, Chicago is,
1:06
I don't know if it's the only university in the country, but one of the few that has more faculty
1:11
than we have freshman. That's because our program teaches throughout the medical school
1:17
and they don't usually count those faculty when they're talking about faculty ratios to students. But we teach in the medical school all the time
1:23
and they're chockablock with faculty, 'cause most of their doctors are also faculty members.
1:28
So when this program got started in the late '70s, early '80s, our task was not to help the students, it was to help the faculty.
1:36
This writing program got created because the people on this campus, as a guy who started, used to say,
1:43
you know, our freshmen write pretty well. By the time they're third and fourth year students,
1:49
they don't write as well. Our graduate students struggle.
1:54
But the people with the real writing problems are the faculty, which just turns on its head
1:59
the standard notion that writing is a basic skill. The standard notion in the U.S. and around the world
2:05
is writing, reading, writing, arithmetic. You're supposed to learn it in high school, or excuse me, grammar school, high school, maybe a little bit of college.
2:13
But if you have to learn it after that, there's something wrong with you and therefore, there's something remedial about programs like this.
2:19
I've been talking to people for 30 years who, their main reaction to any program I teach
2:25
is that they do not want to be there and they think there's something a little bit, you know, offensive.
2:33
I teach a lot in London, let me tell you, you get a whole bunch of Oxford and Cambridge-educated
2:38
professionals or academics in a room and say, we've brought in this guy to help you with your writing,
2:46
and by the way, he's from Chicago. You know, waves of hostility coming at me across the room.
2:54
So I need to, I need you to know that this is not a remedial course.
2:59
This is not a course in anything that you should have learned earlier on and didn't. It is overwhelmingly not a course in rules.
3:08
I am not going to give you rules for writing. In fact, I'm gonna spend a lot of time attacking
3:13
the fact that your training has been rule-governed training. We think that is very bad for people
3:19
who are operating at the level that you're operating. Rule-governed training is very useful for people who are,
3:25
and forgive me for saying this, who are churning out a lot of writing, each of which is a relatively low value.
3:32
So if you're working at a business where you have to write a short memo every day or two,
3:37
to convey some information to somebody, it's fine to have a rule. It's fine to say, this is what it's gonna look like,
3:44
here's what your sentences should look like, get it out. But that is not what you're doing.
3:49
That is not the level of value your work has to generate. And so you, one of the things that I'm gonna be saying
3:54
to you is you need to stop thinking about rules and start thinking about readers.
4:00
So here's the problem that experts have. You are in our vocabulary,
4:07
you are what we call expert writers. What this means is not that you are necessarily expert
4:13
at writing, although you may be extremely good at writers, but what it means is that you are writing about a subject
4:21
at which you have expert knowledge. You are not like high school students,
4:26
who are using their writing to introduce themselves to some something at a fairly basic level.
4:32
You are operating at the most sophisticated levels. When I work with faculty on this and other campus,
4:38
I am working with people who are after all, on the frontiers of knowledge. They're thinking stuff, nobody's thought before.
4:44
This is very hard stuff. So here's what you're doing,
4:51
you are thinking about your world in very difficult ways.
4:57
This is a terrifically good thing, and it's the source of most of the value of your work.
5:03
Now, you are also writing about that world, and this is where it starts, the problem starts arising.
Do your thinking
5:10
Unlike a journalist, almost surely you are using
5:15
your writing process to help yourself think.
5:21
In other words, the thinking that you're doing is at such a level of complexity
5:26
that you have to use writing to help yourself do your thinking.
5:31
This is quite different from high school students. My high school teachers told me, "Larry, there are two different processes.
5:36
"First, there's a thinking process, "then there's a writing process." I had a teacher who said to me, you are not ready to write your first word
5:42
until you are finished thinking, and she said to me, "To prove this to you, I'm going to have you,
5:47
"whenever you turn in a paper, I'm going to have you turn in "the outline you use to do your thinking."
5:53
This was not a problem for me. First, I wrote the paper, then I wrote the outline,
5:59
but I thought I was the only one. I thought everybody else, when they did this thinking, just, you know, thought it till they were done
The writing process
6:08
and then their essay, like Athena, burst from their forehead onto the page.
6:13
I thought I was trying to keep it secret that I didn't work that way. Nobody works that way!
6:19
It doesn't mean you don't have outlines or good idea. It doesn't mean you don't take notes it's a good idea. It doesn't mean you don't have other ways of thinking,
6:25
but you are using your writing to help yourself think. If you don't do this, for most people,
6:31
you cannot think at the level you need to think. Quite different say, from a journalist who's sitting down writing.
6:36
The journalist is not using the writing process to think up new ideas about the world.
6:42
You are. This means you have a very different set of writing challenges than anybody else has.
6:48
This is a course about those challenges. Our program is about those challenges because here's the challenge:
6:56
You write this text, this grant proposal, this article, this dissertation proposal, this book,
The challenge
7:03
you actually generate it on the horizontal axis. You actually generate the text while you are doing your thinking,
7:10
but then you're gonna send this text out to readers
7:16
and the readers are gonna look through that text and if you've done your job, they're gonna change the way they see the world.
7:23
So here's the problem, symbolically, you actually generate a text on the horizontal axis,
7:30
but whether it does its job depends on the vertical axis, and here's the problem very predictably,
7:38
experts use language in one set of patterns to do their thinking.
7:44
But those very same experts read with a different pattern. So here's what happens, you have used your text
Writing patterns
7:51
as you must use it to help yourself think, but you're gonna use writing patterns and language patterns that interfere with the way you three readers read
7:58
when they read, even when those readers are also other experts. So you are interfering with their reading process
8:06
when you're writing. I promise you, you are. What happens to readers when you do that?
8:15
The last thing they're gonna do is they're just gonna stop. What happens before then? What leads up to that stopping?
8:21
You're absolutely right, they stop. But let's talk a little bit about what leads up to it. You're writing like this, they're reading like this.
8:29
What's the first thing that happens to them?
8:34
This has never happened to you? Pardon? I can't hear.
Misunderstanding
8:40
Right, so they misunderstand. That's the second thing that happens. The second thing that happens is you interfere.
8:46
They do not understand. What's the first thing that happens?
8:52
- They're skipping stuff. - They're skipping stuff. I'm gonna put that in the bucket of stopping. They just stop, either in little ways or big ways,
9:00
they stop. What was the first thing I said?
9:05
This has never happened to you? You've never tried to read something which was clearly not written in the way you are trying to read it?
9:11
I bet that in the last week you've written, you've read stuff that was not written in the way you are seeking to read it.
9:18
What's the first thing that happens to you? - [Speaker] It seems muddled. - I'm gonna put that in that doesn't understand bucket.
9:25
See what I mean? I mean, I'm being.. Pardon me? - [Speaker] You need to reread paragraphs. You're reading it over and over and over.
Rereading
9:31
- The first thing that happens is you slow down and rereading is a version of slowing down.
9:38
You either read more slowly the first time, or you have to read and reread and reread and reread. You slow down.
9:45
We're gonna get back to why this matters in a minute. Second, you don't understand. Third?
9:52
Come on. You get aggravated! Then you're done, right?
10:01
You're done. Now, when this happens to you and you reread and reread,
10:07
why did you do that? Why didn't you just stop? - [Speaker] Because I need to read the content of the paper.
10:14
- That's exactly right. What do you suppose happens if they don't need to read it?
10:20
- [Speaker] They don't. - They don't. The problem is, forgive me for saying this,
10:28
you have no idea how to handle that problem. You don't.
10:33
You really don't. Why not? How many things have you written in your life? Imagine the number of cat--
Academics
10:40
Academicy stuff. Forget the letters and all that kind of stuff. Academicy stuff. Order of magnitude.
10:46
I don't know. 300? 300 texts, let's make it up. 500, a thousand, I don't know how many it is.
10:51
We'll make it up. I'll make it up, 200, 200. A hundred, how 'bout a hundred? This is better with a hundred.
10:58
You've written a hundred academic texts in your life. Did the readers stop reading them?
11:08
Did they? - Never. - No, why not? - They were grading it. - They were grading it.
11:14
Let's be a little more crude about it. They were paid. (class laughs) Oh my God, guys,
11:20
academics get all freaked out when I talk about money. I said, guys, I got news for you,
11:25
your teachers read your stuff because they were paid to what?
Teachers
11:31
Were your teachers reading your text to think about the world?
11:36
That's not what they're paid to do. Why were your teachers reading your texts?
11:42
Why were people paying them to do it? To change the way they see the world? No, why?
11:53
Teachers read text (chalk tapping)
11:59
because they are paid to care about the students. You've learned to write in a system
12:05
where you're writing to readers who are paid to care about you.
12:11
That will stop. That will stop, right.
12:18
That will stop. The rules that you've learned about writing were rules that were generated in the system,
12:25
where you are writing to somebody who's paid to care about you.
Beyond School
12:30
That's over. In the real, in the world beyond school, I call it a real world, but I'm not sure it's real,
12:36
it's just the world beyond school. They're not paid to care about you. Why are they reading?
12:44
Why are they reading your stuff? Why will they read it? The journals?
12:49
Your colleagues? - [Speaker] If they think it's relevant for their work.
12:54
- Because they think it's valuable to them. How much of student work is valuable to the faculty
13:01
to which the students are writing?
13:09
And by the way, some faculty who said to you, oh, your work was so valuable, thank you. They were lying.
13:14
(class laughs) No, they were lying. It was valuable to them, but it was valuable to them because they learned that people
13:21
misunderstood things in ways they had no idea people could misunderstand things. (class laughs)
13:26
Oh, faculty sometimes look at me and say, oh no, no, Larry, you're wrong, no, no, no. Student writing is actually professionally valuable.
The Problem
13:33
I say then, did you publish it? That if you didn't it's plagiarism,
13:40
and they said, well no, actually it wasn't not valuable. Look, here's the problem you've got.
13:45
Yeah, your writing needs to be clear. Sure, your writing needs to be organized.
13:52
The rules that govern this are not what you think they are. In fact, they're not rules. Yes, your writing needs to be persuasive.
13:59
This is way more important than this. But more than anything else from now on, your writing needs to be valuable
14:08
because if it's not that nothing else matters. It makes zero difference. Faculty come into my office,
Value
14:15
and forgive me for the drama, but in my office, there's two chairs in the writing corner. I have a chair at my desk
14:20
and then there's two chairs over here. There's my chair and then there's writer's chair and next to the writer's chair is a box of Kleenex.
14:28
And I'm not kidding because I have people coming to me saying, I'm not getting, they're not accepting my proposal,
14:35
they're not accepting my draft. I get faculty who come in and say they're not publishing my work.
14:42
And of course there's Kleenex there because like, you know, careers are depending on it.
14:48
And sometimes it's because it's not clear. And sometimes it's because it's not organized. And sometimes it's because it's not persuasive.
14:53
But overwhelmingly it's because it's not valuable. And the other stuff doesn't matter.
15:01
If it's clear and useless, it's useless. It's organized and useless, it's useless.
15:07
It's persuasive and useless, it's useless. That's the way it is.
15:13
Now, this terrifies people because they make the mistake, fortunately, I'm talking to social scientists,
15:21
physical scientists don't have this mistake. They think value lies here.
15:27
They think, oh my God, what if my ideas just aren't valuable? That's dopey.
15:33
There's no such thing as value here. Value's here.
15:38
The question is whether this particular community of readers values it, which is why it's so much about readers
15:43
and not about content. Can you imagine writing a text which one group of readers thinks is terrifically useful
15:50
and another group of readers thinks it's useless? Well, yeah. I gotta tell you,
15:56
sometimes PhD students come into my office and say, I really gotta get this article published. I'm under so much pressure to publish, I gotta publish!
16:02
And I say, okay, what journals are you gonna submit it to? And they look at me and say, what does that matter?
16:11
Because they think it needs to be clear, it needs to be organized, it needs to be persuasive, and those are just sort of in the thing itself.
16:17
Or anybody could look at it and decide it's clear. That's crazy wrong. But most importantly, is valuable.
16:24
Value lies in readers, right, not in the thing. And so how people can think about their writing
16:31
without thinking about readers is probably the biggest challenge you face.
16:37
You've been trained to think about writing formally, rule-governed. You have to stop and you have to think about readers,
16:45
not generic readers. God help you if you came up in a system with standardized tests or you had to write papers
16:53
for a standardized reader, like on an AP test or an SAT test.
16:59
That's disastrous because it specifically teaches you not to think about any differences between readers.
17:04
We are gonna be talking about differences between readers and thinking about those differences,
17:10
because that's what I think is how writing actually works, except in the bizarre world of standardized testing.
17:15
So I'm gonna pass these out.
Reading
17:21
Okay, turn to the first page, and here's what I wanna do. Very quickly, I wanna imagine that this is a group of,
17:29
by the way, any biologists in the group? Wonderful 'cause biologists have to leave.
17:34
No, this is a, this is a, this is a, a test about it has to do with content, has to do with biology and I don't want you to know anything about it
17:40
because I want you to be responding to the language, the writing of it. So here's what I'm gonna ask you to do, we're gonna read two imagined contenders
17:48
for a grant or publication, and we're gonna decide which of these two we're gonna publish. Okay?
17:54
I'm gonna read, you stay with me as I read. 1A, as a consequence of the cost of sex,
18:00
the theoretical probability of clonal and sexual coexistence is low. This is not sociology, this is biology.
18:06
As a consequence of the cost of sex, the theoretical probability in clonal of clonal and sexual coexistence is low.
18:12
Observation of coexistence in vertebrae taxa has been reported. Within the frozen niche variation model,
18:18
a relevant parameter difference in overall niche breadth. A wider niche breath for the sexuals and for the clones
18:23
is predicted in performances in monocultures. Performances in mixtures do not indicate such a relationship.
18:28
Switching of behaviors or resource use patterns between mixed and pure cultures may be the cause. Post study will examine the predictions of the FNB model.
18:36
Okay, as again, I hope you didn't understand any of that. 1B, as a consequence of the cost of sex,
18:42
the theoretical probability of clonal and sexual coexistence is low. Nonetheless, observation of coexistence invertebrate taxa
18:48
has been widely reported. Within the accepted model of frozen niche variation, coexistence is explained by difference
18:54
in overall niche breadth. However, although the FNV model correctly predicts wider niche breadth for the sexuals and for the clones,
19:00
its predictions are inconsistent with reported performances in mixtures. Proposed study will examine whether the anomaly
19:06
may be explained by the switching of behaviors or research use patterns between mix and peer cultures. Which of these we're gonna be more likely to fund?
19:13
Second one, of course, why? Now tell me why.
19:19
- [Speaker] It laid out why their work was important or how. - Okay, I'm gonna, I'm gonna be really big on particular words, right?
Important
19:30
Important, right? The first thing you said. Now, imagine if you're the writer of 1A
19:39
and we said to her, your work doesn't seem important.
19:45
What's her likely response? - [Speaker] You obviously didn't understand. - You obviously didn't understand it. (laughs)
19:52
And we said, all right, fix it, make it better.
19:58
What is, this is crucial. What is that writer likely to do if we said we didn't, it's not important
20:06
and the writer thinks you didn't understand it. They're about to make a gigantic mistake
20:12
because they would do what? What do you do when somebody says to you, "I don't understand?"
20:18
You, explain. Do not do that.
20:23
(class laughs) You think I'm kidding.
20:30
Why do I not want you to explain, and by the way, why did your teachers want you to explain?
Explanation
20:35
Why did your teachers want you to explain stuff? - [Speaker] They wanted to know-- - Because they wanted to know whether you understood it.
20:44
You guys don't know how to explain stuff. You explain stuff under the model of demonstrating to somebody that you understand it.
20:50
That's how you've learned to explain. You don't even know you know that you've done this. You have learned that what explaining is
The Inside of Your Head
20:57
it's revealing to the world, the inside of your head. No one cares about the inside of your head.
21:07
At least not unless you pay us. If you pay us to care, we will care, right?
21:17
But in the real world, you're gonna stop paying your readers to care about the inside of your head.
21:22
Here's a shock, you think writing is conveying your ideas.
21:30
It's not. Let me say that again. You think that writing is communicating
21:38
your ideas to your readers. It is not.
21:44
What is professional writing? Professional writing, what is it? It's not conveying your ideas to your readers.
21:56
It's changing their ideas. Nobody cares what ideas you have.
22:07
This is way more radical than it sounds. I used to make the mistake of saying to students
22:13
who came in, I teach argument a lot and I say to students who make an argument, why do you think that?
Why Do You Think That
22:19
And then I realize this is a horrible question. It's a teacherly question. A teacher says why do you think that
22:25
because the teacher wants to know what? What's in his head. I said, "Oh my God, I'm doing the same thing!"
22:31
So now I don't say to him, why do you think that? I say, now why should I think that?
22:38
- Because I think that. (laughs) - And guess what? That doesn't work.
22:45
Right, which is interesting why it doesn't work in academia. Why doesn't it work in academia? Why doesn't that work?
22:51
A professional? This is a great question, right? Why is it that I don't say, okay, you think it, I'll think it.
22:56
Why does that not work in, I mean at least it's not supposed to work in, sometimes it works, but why is it not supposed to work in an academic realm?
23:05
(student speaking unclear) - Because what? - [Speaker] We're all stubborn. - Well, that's probably why it does work.
23:11
But that's not why it's supposed to work.
23:16
Because there's a rule of western academia. It's rule that's of course,
23:22
broken in the breach of a million times, but the rule says nothing will be accepted as knowledge
23:28
or understanding until it has been challenged by someone competent to challenge it.
23:35
That's the rule. This is very important because it changes your readers.
23:41
Look, teachers read because they're paid to care about writers.
23:48
Some readers in the world, in many cases, read to find out information they need. If you go to somebody on the quad and say, "Excuse me,"
23:54
or somebody stops you in the quad and says, "Excuse me, can you tell me how to get to the library?" And you say, "Okay, yeah,
24:00
"go over there and turn right and go up there." They don't say, "Well, I doubt that."
24:07
Because they're not, they don't as readers, have the function of challenging what you say.
24:14
But at least in theory and in a lot of practice, your readers are different from those readers on the quad
24:20
and they're way different from teachers. Your readers have the professional function
24:27
of challenging what you say. So explaining turns out only to happen
24:34
inside of these two functions, you only explain inside of value having been generated
24:42
and persuasion having begun. It is an enormous mistake of PhD level writers
24:48
that they try to explain first, and I know why you try to explain first,
24:55
because in school they just wanted you to explain first because the whole thing was just about seeing what you know.
25:00
Start explaining line one. Classic thing, begin with the definition. Teachers love this. Begin with the definition
25:05
because it tells the teachers what? You know the definition. Don't begin with definition, guys, all right.
25:13
So back to B. How you gonna make it important?
How Do You Make It Important
25:18
How do you make it important? Now, the second word you said.
25:26
Oh no, that's a terrible word. Do me a favor and do me a favor, take the word new or worse, original.
25:37
If you think that you're here to do new original work, if you would find the synapse in your brain that is storing those words, kill it.
25:45
No, and people say to me, oh, does that mean I'm here to do non-original work? No, but you are not here to do original work.
25:53
You are here to do valuable work. What's the difference?
25:58
You think you're here to create new knowledge? Well, you know how hard it is to create new knowledge?
26:04
We can create new knowledge in the next 30 seconds. All we have to do is count up the number of people who are in this room
26:10
because nobody in the world knows how many people are in this room. (class laughs) No one knows and we will create new knowledge right now.
26:17
We'll just count the people in this room. We'll say, okay, now we know. Is anybody gonna read that paper?
26:23
Why not? They're gonna say, "Who cares how many people are in that room!"
26:30
Dear friend of mine, when I was a PhD student here, discovered journals written by a woman
26:37
in the last part of the 19th century in England. She traveled around the the world
26:43
and every year she wrote a journal, and somehow they ended up in a library in Norwich and she was over in Norwich one day
26:49
and she stumbled into a back room and there was all these journals with tons of dust on 'em. She blew off the dust and she said, "Oh my gosh, that's amazing.
26:55
"This woman traveled the world for 30 years "and wrote a journal every time she traveled!" She came back here, wrote up a grant and said,
27:00
"Whoa, I wanna spend three months studying this." And then she got her money and she went over to the Norwich and she spent three months and she read the whole thing
27:07
and she wrote it all up and she handed it to her committee and in an hour and a half they send it back and they said, "You've got to be kidding."
27:13
She said, "Well, I'm gonna get my dissertation, "I'm gonna get green now, right?" They said, "You've got to be kidding, "of course we're not going to give you your PhD."
27:21
And she said, "But, but, but, but, "but nobody in the world knew what this woman said!" "Right," they said, "And we still wish we didn't know
27:28
"what she said because we do not care."
27:35
And she said, "but it's original research,"
27:40
she said, "I guarantee you it's new." And they said, "That's right, it's new and it's original,
27:48
"but it is not knowledge." And she said, "That's ridiculous, it has to be knowledge."
27:55
No it's not ridiculous. (blackboard clatters) She was living in a positivistic world,
Positivity
28:03
where knowledge looks like this. In a positivistic world, knowledge is just built up over time,
28:10
and anytime you find out something that people didn't know, you get to just add up to this model,
28:15
and knowledge just keeps on growing and everybody's happy. And that is dead, dead.
28:21
Well, mostly dead. Here's the model now.
28:29
Sorry, these are people, these are human beings. There are conversations moving through time
Knowledge
28:37
and there's a bunch of people and they get to say what knowledge is and that horrified you.
28:43
Why would those people get to say, why did they get to say, especially because historically,
28:49
of course they've looked just like me.
28:54
As my niece says to me every time she sees me, too male, too pale, too stale.
29:00
(class laughs) Why on earth would these people get to say what knowledge is?
29:07
I get it, I get it. Big problem, but they do.
29:13
And that's a fact. These people get to say what counts as knowledge.
29:20
The good news is they are changing. Way too long, way too late, way too slow,
29:26
but they're changing. But the point is that's the way it works. You may not like it, but that's the way it works.
29:32
They get to say. So they get to say, yep, you're right, that was new,
29:37
I didn't know how many people were in 302. But it doesn't count as knowledge. It doesn't have any value to us.
29:45
Doesn't count. The good news is this thing does move through time.
Permeable
29:50
The other good news is this boundary is permeable. Stuff comes in
29:58
and unlike this model, stuff goes out. I like to think of academic conversations as sort of excreting as they go.
30:06
Stuff gets left behind. It's not like this, where everything gets added up is always there forever.
30:13
That's not the way it works. They go along for a while, they think of things for a while and then they say, whoop, that was dumb.
30:20
Don't think that anymore. They go along for a while and they say, whoa, we were doing that! Don't do that anymore.
30:27
It's not this buildup model. This buildup model assumed that everything was right. We don't think that. We think a lot of what we think right now is wrong.
30:33
We just dunno what the wrong is and we don't know what better is. We wanna know, we do, we wanna get better at it,
30:42
but in order for us to do that, you have to be dealing with the stuff we say is knowledge.
30:51
That might not feel good, but that's how it works. So important isn't gonna do it.
30:58
(blackboard clatters) New isn't gonna do it. Original isn't gonna do it because I talk to people
31:04
and they say, you know, people don't think this is a value. They're not publishing it. Well, and somebody says they don't think it's important. So you know what they do?
31:09
They say this important study. (class laughs)
31:15
Well no. What is it about B that makes it feel important?
31:21
What is it? Tell me the words. On the page. - [Speaker] Well there's, there's like a first sentence,
31:28
there's a disconnect between theory and-- (blackboard clatters) - Here's what I literally want you to do,
31:34
I want you to literally, everybody in the room, I want you to literally go through 1B and circle the words, the specific words,
Circle the words
31:42
that are making it valuable to the audience, to the readers. What's the first verb you see?
31:48
A word, not verb. What's the first word you see that makes it valuable?
31:53
- Nonetheless. - Nonetheless. Next? - [Speaker] Accepted. - Accepted is but actually widely accepted.
32:03
Next? However. Next?
32:08
Although, although. Next? Inconsistent.
32:15
Next? - Anomaly. - Reported.
32:21
Next? Anomaly. Here's my first piece of advice to you that you can do to make your writing better
32:27
starting this afternoon, is spend 15 minutes a week for the rest of this year,
32:34
taking articles in your field, print 'em out so you have a hard copy. Go through and circle every word in the writing
32:43
that is creating value to the readers. If you see an article that you think doesn't have any of those words,
32:50
send it to me. I'll give you my email. Send me your email and say, "Larry, I found an article that doesn't do it."
32:56
Here's what I bet, you will see none, I will see 10.
33:01
Well, 10 or five. I guarantee you five, likely 10. What's going on?
33:07
How come you don't see 'em and I see five or 10? You missed them here.
33:12
I see 'em, I know the code. Every community has its own codes.
33:20
The communities you're entering have their own codes, a set of words that communicates value.
33:28
You must know the codes of the communities you're working in and they are particular to communities.
33:33
Some codes are shared among a bunch of communities, some aren't. You've got to know, we gotta know.
33:40
If you spend 15 minutes a week for the rest of this year, you'll be doing two things. One, you'll be training yourself to look
33:45
for the code of creating value. The other thing you'll be doing if you're smart, is you'll be writing down each of those words
33:52
and you'll be creating an invaluable word list, so that when it's a week before something is done
33:59
and you're doing one of your revisions, you're gonna do what? You're gonna do the same thing on your own work.
34:04
And if you can't underline 10 words in the first two paragraphs, you're gonna do what? You're gonna go to the word list
34:10
and you're gonna jump 'em in, right? Sometimes, sometimes it's that simple.
34:18
Sometimes we take articles that wouldn't get published in an hour we do things and they get published.
34:23
Sometimes weeks. I'm not suggesting this is always magic, but sometimes it's magic,
34:28
'cause sometimes the problem are pretty simple. The problems have to do with these people.
34:34
You have to know them. As I say to undergraduates who look at me and they say, why does it take six years or five years
You have to know them
34:40
or even four years to get a PhD? Aren't they just learning more stuff? No, half their time is spent learning more stuff.
34:46
The other half is learning their readers. I will say this again, if you do not know your readers,
34:52
the particular people in a community, (blackboard clatters)
You have to know your readers
35:01
if you do not know these people, you are very unlikely to create value and you are very unlikely to be persuasive
35:09
because persuasion depends on what they doubt. If you don't know what they doubt,
35:15
how on earth you're gonna overcome those doubts? You must know them.
35:20
It's not enough to know your subject matter. You gotta know your readers. Okay, so what is it about nonethe--
35:27
There's two things going on here then. One of them has to go on with the community of readers. Tell me the words you underline
35:33
that has to do with the community. Of the words you underlined in B,
35:38
which words have to do with the community? - Widely. - Widely. - Accepted. - Accepted.
35:45
- Reported. - Reported. Those are words that cued that there was a community of people who want to understand this.
35:55
You don't have those words, you're not signaling any community. What do the other words do?
36:02
Nonetheless, however, although, what do they do?
36:08
- [Speaker] They create a flow, to a certain extent. - They do.
Flow words
36:15
And find the synapse in your head that has that word. And kill it. - Okay.
36:22
- Here's what's going on. He has been told or taught or learned, (blackboard clatters)
36:28
that in order to have persuasive, clear, organized prose,
36:33
you had to have what are sometimes called flow words, or are sometimes called transition words.
36:39
Words like because, and if, and unless,
36:44
and however, and although,
36:50
and and and/but. All right.
36:55
Are those words bad? Those words aren't bad and is it bad to have flow? It's not bad to have flow,
37:00
but they have nothing to do with value. Why? What's the difference between and and but in creating value?
Creating value
37:12
- [Speaker] That challenges the point make...
37:18
- Imagine if you go to your readers and say, hey readers, hey community, (blackboard clatters)
37:24
hey community, I've read your stuff. I've thought about what you think
37:31
and I have something to say.
37:37
Hey readers, I've read your stuff. I know what you think, but
37:45
you're wrong. Which one are they gonna pay attention to?
37:52
- [Speaker] It's hard when you try to publish in journals because if you say the people are wrong and those are your editors.
37:59
(class laughs) - Here's what I will say, and if somebody wants to do it right now, check it.
38:06
He can name a journal. We will go to the every edition of that journal in the last 20 years and every paper will say
38:14
that somebody's wrong. Everyone.
38:20
Now he just, wait, what's the difference? He says, and he's been, and I understand it,
38:27
I can't go to these editors and say they're wrong! And I am telling you that every article published
38:34
in that journal in the last 20 years has opened by saying readers are wrong.
38:40
You're looking at me like I don't believe it. But look, what's the difference?
38:47
- [Speaker] I guess there is a difference between saying someone who is wrong and like,
38:54
notifying the knowledge altogether and contributing. - Yeah, one way to put it is
38:59
(blackboard clatters) you have to know the code.
Know the code
39:05
You have to know the code. If you say to the people who are the dominant figures in your field, "You know what,
39:11
"I've read all your stuff and you're idiots." Not gonna go well.
39:18
Right? Don't say that. What should you say to them?
39:23
The dominant figures in their field? (speaking unclear)
39:30
- I say, what do you say to them? - [Speaker] You've been thinking about this wrong, and I have value. - Yeah, but if you wanna learn the code,
39:37
what are you supposed to code is? - [Speaker] Well, you address exactly what you think. - Yeah, but the code is, wow, are you smart!
39:45
Wow! Whoa, I'm just amazed!
39:51
You are so smart and you've contributed and you've advanced this,
39:56
(blackboard clatters) you've advanced this community through in fabulous ways,
40:04
but there's this little thing you got here
40:09
that's wrong. And now they say, oh yeah,
40:14
well thank you for appreciating that. What do you think we have wrong? And then you better have an argument, not an explanation.
40:23
Do not explain, argue. You're talking to people who like, wrote this stuff. You don't have to explain it to 'em.
40:29
You have to predict what they're gonna doubt when you say they're wrong. So you say to them, "You're wrong about this,"
40:36
and they say, "Why should I agree that I'm wrong," and you say, "Well, here's why."
40:41
That's what introductions do. They give a quick version of why these people should think that they're wrong.
40:48
And they say, "Well, okay, preliminarily. "I've read your first two pages.
40:54
"Now I'll start reading the rest of it." Why? Because you've caused them to think that your work
40:59
might be valuable for them. Imagine if you go to them and say, "Wow, your work has been really great
41:06
"and now here's something new that you didn't know." See, here's what happens.
41:11
People say to me, man, if I say that they've done something wrong, I'm taking a huge risk.
41:16
True. You think you're not taking a risk if you do this? What's the risk you run if you do this?
41:24
Hey, really smart people, I've done all your work, I've studied all your stuff, and I have something I want to add.
41:32
No, no, no, that's actually a really good reaction, right? What's the risk you run there,
41:38
when you say there's something I want to add? We don't care.
41:44
Or worse, I'd like to put my voice into the conversation.
41:51
Say we don't have any reason to listen to it. Let's pause on that one for a minute.
The University of Chicago
42:01
The University of Chicago writing program is not real popular in the world of writing programs
42:07
and you can see why. A lot of people think we're fascists.
42:15
I don't dispute it. Here's what we teach people to do. We say, identify the people with power in your community
42:24
and give them what they want. That's what we teach people to do.
Challenge Existing Community
42:30
Lots of people have said to us in some version or another, you're supposed to teach people
42:37
to challenge the existing community. Well, actually, I just did, right?
42:43
But notice that I did it inside the terms of the community. People say, why don't you teach people
42:48
to have their own individual voice? And I'm gonna say, I get that argument.
42:56
I get the moral and ethical pressure to teach people to have their individual voices.
43:04
But when I sit with somebody up in my office, who's worried about their career not going anywhere,
43:10
it can't be about their individual voice. It's about what's gonna make it valuable to their readers.
43:18
You need to understand that this program that we have is motivated by those people
43:24
who have come to us and said our writing is not succeeding, and the whole program is aimed at them.
43:31
How do you make them, help them succeed? There's a ton of ethical issues involved in that.
43:38
We're not gonna, you don't really care. I just wanna put 'em out there. There's also the personal at risk issue.
43:44
You want me to go to this really important person, the editors of this journal and tell 'em they're wrong? Yeah, I do.
43:50
I need you to do it under the code. You wanna do it under the code. There's polite ways to do it.
43:56
There's insulting ways to do it. You need to learn how they do it in that community.
44:02
If you don't do it in the way they code it, you're gonna get slapped down.
44:07
But what if you don't do it at all? You're gonna get rejected.
44:13
So, alright, sorry for the drama. Oh my gosh, especially 'cause we're on page one
Why People Write Essays
44:20
of a 30 page handout. All right, page two, page three, sorry, it's technically it's, we were on page two 'cause there was no page one.
44:29
Let me just show you a couple of things quickly from this top two paragraphs. The top paragraph why people write essays.
44:37
This is a caricature, I admit, this is a caricature. It's come from something trying to explain to high school students why people write essays,
44:44
and I just wanna show you how wrong this is, how dangerous this is, and how much some of it has actually,
44:51
you've adopted without knowing you've adopted it. By definition, an essay is a structured, creative, written composition, dealing with a specific subject
44:58
from a more or less personal point of view. That's wrong. You notice it says nothing about readers and it says nothing about value.
45:04
By definition, anything you write has the function
45:10
of helping your readers understand better something they wanna understand well. That's what it is because that's what it does.
45:18
I'm Wittgensteinian on this point. What something means is what it does. Here's what your writing does.
45:24
It helps a particular set of readers understand better something they wanna understand well.
45:31
That's what its job is. All this other stuff, being structured, being creative, being written,
45:36
dealing with subjects, is how you fulfill the function.
45:41
And sometimes you do it this way and sometimes you don't. But what is immediately lost is that sense of function.
45:47
People write essays because it gives them an opportunity to analyze ideas, situations, and people and to preserve them indefinitely.
45:53
Can you see how mis-- This is all about the writer. It's why people write essays so that they can think!
46:01
Okay, I got no problem with somebody writing an essay because they wanna think. What I have a problem with is that they come to my office
46:08
and say, my readers don't appreciate me. Well, why did you write it? I wrote it so I could think.
46:14
They don't owe you their appreciation. They're not gonna appreciate it just because you wrote it.
46:23
And this is very different and in many, you could make the case, you can make a very important case,
46:30
Homi Bhabha and I used to argue about it when you, not argue, I just Homie, you write, there's really moral problems with this, right?
46:38
Want to be clear about that. Preserve them indefinitely. Very, very dangerous idea.
46:45
Can you see how that's this model, this notion that you're writing preserves your ideas indefinitely?
Preserving Ideas
46:51
Know it does not. A student of mine who's now the chair of a philosophy department had a lot of trouble
46:57
getting his first book out. He wrote this book and he was working on it, kept working on it, working on it, and he sent it to me.
47:04
He was actually a student of mine in his first year here, and he used to write me two page papers and I would give him six pages of comments.
47:10
So he now, he sends me a 400 page book and he says, "Oh, this is cool, Larry, "I'm gonna get 800 pages of comments."
47:16
I sent him two words. I said, "You're done," and he came back at me and said,
47:22
"No, I'm not done, I could make it better." I said, "You're done." He said, "But Larry, this is ridiculous. "Look at like, I look at myself
47:28
"and I see I can make it better." I said, "Jonathan, you're done." He said, "But, but somebody's gonna read this in 500 years,
47:34
"and I don't want them to find mistakes." "Jonathan, nobody's gonna read it in 500 years."
47:39
The function of your writing is to move this conversation forward. It cannot do that if it's in your desk drawer.
47:47
Your function is to move a conversation forward. It's not to preserve indefinitely because guess what?
47:54
You could be some of the stuff, count on it, you're gonna be some of the stuff at some point, that gets left behind.
47:59
This is not a bad thing. If you think it's gonna be preserved indefinitely,
48:05
you're just wrong. It's really not. And he looked at me and he says, "But Aristotle," I said, "Come on, Jonathan."
48:13
Not only does it ensure permanence of ideas for the-- Permanence of ideas? No it doesn't.
48:18
It also ensures a degree of permanence for the writer. No, it doesn't. If you have that in your head,
48:24
of course you cannot write, right? That's a standard none of us can meet,
48:29
except like Aristotle, right? Don't, don't let yourself go there.
48:34
It is a way for the writer to understand more clearly ideas and concepts. Horizontal access, horizontal access, horizontal access.
48:43
It's a way for the writer to participate in the world by sharing his feelings?
48:50
Is it a way for you, is your writing a way for you to participate in the world? Yes, but not by sharing your feelings or your thoughts,
48:58
but by changing other people's thoughts. That's how you participate.
49:05
It's a way for the writer to sharpen thinking and organizational skills. Can you see how skewed this is towards students?
49:14
There's a way for the writer to enjoy the personal thrill and satisfaction of communicating his own personal ideas and feelings.
49:22
I will say it again, your writing is not communicating anything about you. That's not its job.
49:28
Its job is to change the way your readers think. Now, people look at me and say, well,
49:34
that must mean you're lying. No, it's not like there's only two options in the world,
The Function of Language
49:39
right, communicating your inner thoughts or lying. It's not, you don't understand the function.
49:45
Sometimes, sometimes the function of something I say is to communicate my inner beliefs.
49:51
If I'm on trial and someone says-- I literally had an FBI agent in my office this morning. That's kind of freaky, but it's actually the truth.
49:57
So sometimes I sort of have this, okay, I need to know about the inner part of you. Sometimes I'm sitting with a friend,
50:06
who's just gotten some really bad health news and my language is not about me, it's about her.
50:15
The idea that language has only one function seems to be impoverished beyond measure.
50:21
You have to think, I urge you to think of language as having many different functions.
50:26
The function of an academic piece is not to communicate your ideas, it's to change the ideas of an existing community.
50:34
Now, sometimes you do that by communicating your ideas, sometimes you don't. But understand what it's for
50:41
and understand that your training has been all about revealing your head. You've been trained, it's in your blood,
50:48
that that's how you're supposed to do when you write, and that's just not the case.
50:55
So go to the bottom one. Welcome to the world, the new world.
51:00
We may thus expect the thorough exteriorization of knowledge with respect to the knower, at whatever point he or she may occupy
51:06
in the knowledge process, the old principle that the acquisition of knowledge is indissociable from the training of minds
51:13
or even of individuals, becoming obsolete and will it become ever more so the relationship. Here's what he's talking about.
51:19
When I was in school and somebody said, oh, she's amazing. This professor, she's professor so-and-so, she's amazing!
51:27
Well, we talked about, we talked about how much she had in her head. We said, she knows more about this.
51:34
She's forgotten more than I will ever learn. And what Leotard is saying here is that knowledge
51:41
no longer has anything to do with the inside of individual heads. Now, we talk about somebody being a great professor,
The Construction of Knowledge
51:48
what are you talking about? You're talking about what they have, he or she has done
51:54
in this exterior space between heads.
52:00
Now, it's not how smart they are, how much they know, it's what they've done in the space between heads,
52:06
what they've exteriorized, what they've done out there. That's your job. It's not to reveal the interior of your head.
52:13
It's to change what's going on in the spaces between heads or however much you want to talk about
52:19
the construction of knowledge. This is very unpleasant to lots of people.
52:25
The relationship between the suppliers and users of knowledge to the knowledge they supply and use,
52:30
that is your relationship to your own knowledge, is now tending and will increasingly tend
52:36
to assume the form already taken by the relationship of commodity producers and consumers
52:41
to the commodities they produce and consume. That is the form of value.
52:47
Your relationship to your own knowledge is the same as a relationship of a farmer to the wheat
52:52
or a miner to the coal. The relationship is the form of value
52:57
and I bet for many of you that doesn't feel very good. People don't like that.
53:03
I get that they don't like it, but I can tell you that's the way it is.
53:09
All right, now let's get out of the stratosphere and get down to some nuts and bolts.
Nuts and Bolts
53:14
The next few pages, just summarize what I've been talking about.
53:20
Go to page eight. (blackboard clatters)
53:27
So now I wanna go back to the difference between because, if and unless and and,
53:35
and talk about words like, but, although, however, inconsistent and anomaly.
53:47
These words are all serving the same function in this text.
53:53
These are transition words, as he rightly said, or flow words. These are not--
54:00
Anomaly's a noun. Inconsistent is an adjective. But can you see what all these have in common?
54:07
Anomaly, inconsistent, but, however, although, these are flow words, but these are not.
54:15
So what does this list have in common?
54:21
However, but, although, inconsistent, anomaly. - They create tensions. - They create tension.
54:27
It's a good word for it, tension. Gimme some other words. - Challenging. - Challenge.
54:35
Good. - Contradiction. - Contradiction.
54:41
- Red flags. - Red flags.
54:46
We use the word for all of this, instab-- We use two words, first of all, we use instability.
54:52
There's not magic. I don't have, I have no trouble at all if you want to use the words like tension.
54:57
Can't read my own handwriting. Challenge, contradiction, red flag.
55:04
We find the word instability to be helpful because here's what we think is one general way
55:11
to talk about it. It's not magic, which is helpful, and that is
55:19
a lot of people come out of school with a model for writing at the beginning of a text
55:25
that's basically in the mode of explanation. That is, they think that what you should do
55:31
is give background or something like definitions or, and then move to something like a thesis.
55:39
Notice this is all very much on the positivistic model. That is, knowledge starts by a solid foundation.
55:47
You have a solid foundation of previous knowledge. You have a solid foundation of a definition. You have a solid foundation of, here's the worst one of all,
55:54
generalizations.
56:00
Right? So many people have been taught this model, they don't even know they're using it. You open with the generalization,
56:06
you move to a specific thesis. Then you talk about the thesis. Then you move out to a generalization at the end. We call it the martini glass model of writing.
56:13
Wow, you don't want to do this. You really don't wanna do this. All right?
56:19
Instead, you open with what I show you
56:25
on page eight is a problem. Whose problem?
Problem
56:32
- Readers. - The community. - You got it. A specific set of readers,
56:38
not, which is what you're doing right now very likely, your problem.
56:45
I see all kinds of texts that have the language of, dear reader, I have this problem that really interests me.
56:53
Sometimes you have this sense of, ever since I was young, I've been fascinated by fill in the blank
57:02
and now I've spent, I want you to fund me for a year of solving my problem,
57:11
of not knowing enough about blank. Right?
57:17
Wrong problem, wrong location of the problem.
57:22
The problem needs to be located, not in necessarily in the readers, but in something the readers care about.
57:31
For academics, it's something the readers wanna understand. If they're not academics, it's something the readers,
57:36
a problem that the readers want to fix. So for example, I know nobody's here's in education,
57:42
but if you want to get funding in a grant for studying something on education, you start with a problem in the world. We got an education system that's clearly broken.
57:50
That's a problem. That's a problem your readers care about. Probably not the reader's problem. They actually probably have pretty good educations.
57:56
They probably are sending their kids to pretty good schools, but they care about that problem, all right. You locate problems in specific reading communities.
58:07
This is very different from general background or definition.
58:12
Then you move to a solution and of course, notice your thesis can be in a solution
58:18
only if the readers perceive the problem. Sometimes I'll say to people, "This thesis, is it a solution to a problem?"
58:25
They say, "Yeah, of course it is." Okay, so where did you say what the problem is? It's not there!
58:31
It's not there. It's gotta be there, not gotta be there. Nine times outta 10, 99 times outta 100 it's gotta be there.
58:36
So that the readers can say it's a solution to that problem. Now, in very general terms,
58:42
and I'm just gonna sketch this out quickly, we find that problems have two chief characteristics. One is the situation has to be unstable.
58:53
That is, you have to generate a sense of instability. Words like, but however, inconsistent,
58:59
although, anomalies, show the situation to be inconsistent, unstable.
59:05
Can you see the crucial difference in why so many writers are so bad at this? Look at this language.
59:12
Look at this model. This model is a model of stability and continuity.
59:19
This model is a model that says this thesis-- Validity, its validity is established
59:27
by it being continuous with something that we already know to be valid.
59:33
So the language that people use is a language of continuity and consistency.
59:38
The horrible irony is your readers are actually searching for language of instability,
59:43
inconsistency and tension. So the crucial point I wanna make
59:49
is we're back to this interference pattern. People say, well look,
59:54
I just wanna talk at this point about consistency.
59:59
I wanna show the continuity between what I'm saying and what comes before. That's what I want to do at this part of my text.
1:00:07
What happens if the readers are looking for that moment of your text for a problem?
1:00:12
What if they're looking to decide whether it's valuable by whether or not they have a problem? It's not neutral.
1:00:18
They're looking for something that shows them inconsistency. You are giving them language of continuity.
1:00:24
You are interfering with their writing reading process. They're slowing down, they're getting confused, they're getting aggravated,
1:00:30
and they can stop two paragraphs into your text, two paragraphs. They're done
1:00:37
because what they're looking for is value and you're using language that's not neutral.
1:00:42
It is contradicting and interfering with their sense of identifying value.
1:00:50
Okay. There's a second point, which a lot of academics really dislike,
1:00:57
some don't mind it at all, which we call the language that costs and benefits
1:01:03
and we differentiate that for a reason. What we mean is not always, but very often,
1:01:10
you need to code, use code language to your readers to show them that the instability imposes a cost on them.
1:01:20
Not on you, on them. Or conversely, that the instability,
1:01:25
if it's solved, offers a benefit to them. The language is different.
1:01:32
There's a language of cost and a language of benefit. There's a version of saying, dear readers, dear important readers, you are brilliant.
1:01:38
You've advanced this enormously. We're so grateful, but there's this little inconsistency in your work.
1:01:44
Now they wanna know, well, does that inconsistency cost us anything?
1:01:52
'Cause guess what? You know what about my work? It's got tons of inconsistency in it. Much of it doesn't make any difference.
1:01:58
Is the inconsistency you're pointing out costing us anything? Or you can say to them, hey,
1:02:03
there's inconsistency in your work, if you improve it, you get this benefit from it.
1:02:10
Those are different coded languages. I urge you to pay attention to the actual journals that you're imagining publishing in
1:02:15
and see whether or not there's a pattern of language of benefit and language of cost. There may not be a pattern.
1:02:21
You may see both, but if there's a pattern, you know what my advice is gonna be?
1:02:26
Use it. Follow it. Rhetoric.
1:02:31
The published articles will show you the language that works right there in front of you
1:02:37
if you just look at it. So skip past page nine, page 10.
1:02:42
This is just some
1:02:48
explanations of some bad habits. Oh yes, please. - There's always the paragraph that you say,
1:02:54
like all the other papers that. - Oh, the literature review? Yeah, okay, sure.
1:02:59
- [Speaker] Different comments, like if I don't put it, then I should have it. - No, I'm happy to talk.
1:03:07
Talking about the lit review, let's start by doing this.
1:03:14
Let's specifically talk about a, sorry, literature review. I just did a terrible thing to whoever poor people
1:03:21
who are actually gonna watch this. All right, let's talk about that. First of all,
1:03:28
writing a lit review as a PhD student is one of the hardest things there is to do. It's incredibly hard because you don't know
1:03:34
who your readers are. Let's talk about a straight teacher reading a lit review.
1:03:41
What is the function of a lit review for the teacher who is not reading it to change her view about the world,
1:03:49
but is reading it to judge you? What's the function of a lit review for that reader?
1:03:56
To show that you understood it, right? That's perfectly clear. Is that its function in a professional text.
1:04:04
- [Speaker] Position. - Is that its function in a professional text? You think they're reading this to find out
1:04:10
whether you know the stuff about anything? What's its function in a professional text?
1:04:16
It has several, what's one? What's the function of a lit review in professional text?
1:04:21
- [Speaker] Well, I think partly it's massaging that ego. Like you said, you. - Ego massaging.
1:04:26
That's a real function. I got no problem with that. People think, no, no. It's a real function. Ego massaging's a function.
1:04:33
Credibility's a function. Forgive me for jumping, credibility's a function. - [Speaker] From where are you moving forward?
1:04:41
- Yeah, but I, but I hate the language of moving forward, right? - Or what you're challenging. - There you go.
1:04:46
You know how to, no, you see the difference? You see the difference. Here's what professional good lit reviews,
1:04:52
and I didn't include on in this handout, but you send me an email I'll send you some. Really good professional lit reviews
1:04:59
will use the lit review to enrich the problem.
1:05:05
Instead of saying here's what a student lit review says. In 1998, he said this.
1:05:11
In 2000, he said this. In 2002 he said this. In 2005 he's--
1:05:17
Sorry for the he's, but I'm looking at a bunch of he's here, right? A professional lit review says what?
1:05:23
In 2001, he said this, but in 2004 he said something, which if we're smart,
1:05:33
we realize, puts intention.
1:05:39
And then in 2005 he said this, which complicates the situation here,
1:05:46
but even more complicates it if we put that in motion with what he said back in 2001.
1:05:52
Now we have layers of complexity, complication and tension.
1:05:58
Now can we say I'm moving forward? Yeah, but you notice I'm not moving forward from stability.
1:06:05
I've now enhanced their sense of instability. And if you're really good, you hike up the costs.
1:06:14
You start saying, wow, not only is there a little tension there, but it's attention that matters is this community
1:06:21
as we go forward, because it suggests that not only were they wrong, but we are wrong as we move forward
1:06:30
based on their ideas! So it's not just them, it's kinda the rest of us.
1:06:37
Are we moving forward? Yes, but from instability, not from stability.
1:06:43
That's a big difference. So for example,
1:06:48
let's take a couple of examples of this 'cause perfectly,
1:06:54
we can use these examples to talk further, more about lit reviews. Page 12.
1:07:04
Here's an instance from Bill Sewell, who was just a terrific writer.
1:07:09
Ever since Hiratitus, historians have written about events, battles, alliances, scandals, conquest, conspiracies,
1:07:16
revolts, royal successions, reforms, elections, religious revivals, assassinations, discoveries.
1:07:22
Momentous events have always been the bread and butter of narrative history. Now, if you talk to some high school teachers
1:07:27
and they'll say, you'll say to them, what is he doing there? They will say to you, oh, he is giving background.
1:07:35
No, he's really not. When do we find out that he's not giving background?
1:07:41
The next word is, but. He's not giving background.
1:07:48
He's building a problem. And the differences are enormous.
1:07:55
So many faculty members will say to students, "You know what, this paper really isn't working very well. "This introduction doesn't work,"
1:08:01
and the student says, "Well, what do I need to do," and they'll say something like, "Well, you need to gimme more background here." Oh my God.
1:08:07
When you say background to people, they usually say, okay, I guess give more history of this subject or something. They don't mean that.
1:08:14
They mean I can't figure out why this matters. The background they need is a problem.
1:08:21
But despite the prominence of events in historical narratives, the event has rarely been scrutinized
1:08:26
as a theoretical category. Now, is that a problem?
1:08:34
Is it coded as a problem? It's undoubtedly a instability, but
1:08:42
is it a problem? I'm gonna cut to something that's, I want to just be able to put on the table for you.
1:08:47
Later on in this handout, you're gonna see a couple of pages on the difference between what we call gap and what we call error.
1:08:54
A lot of especially young academics, very worried about telling these important people
1:09:00
that they're wrong. Instead, they use the language of gap. That is, they say, we've studied this stuff for a long time,
1:09:08
but we haven't looked at this. There's a gap in our knowledge and the truth is that that sometimes works,
1:09:14
but way more often than not, it does not work. Why not?
1:09:19
A gap in knowledge, we have a gap in our knowledge. Why wouldn't that work? - Small gap. - Pardon me?
1:09:25
It's only a small gap, that's sure. Well why would it work?
1:09:30
- Pardon? - [Speaker] You're probably not the first one to think about the gap. - Well that's, but perhaps you're the first one
1:09:36
who's been able to fill it. It still isn't gonna work. It often doesn't work. - [Speaker] What's the cause?
1:09:43
- Here's what gap assumes. Another model of knowledge that is now dead.
1:09:49
This is supposed to look like a crossword puzzle. Can you imagine that this is a crossword puzzle?
1:09:56
Here's what the gap model assumes. It assumes that knowledge is bounded.
1:10:02
It assumes that knowledge is like a crossword puzzle with a fixed number of pieces. And you say, ooh, ooh, ooh, look!
1:10:09
I filled in this piece. This only makes sense in a bounded model of knowledge.
1:10:16
Go back to this model. (blackboard clatters) What if we think this is wrong
1:10:22
and that knowledge is infinite? It's just gonna keep on being infinite.
1:10:28
Now what happens to the gap? Think of it this way, if knowledge is infinite and you filled in a gap,
1:10:34
how many gaps are left? You have done nothing.
1:10:40
Because there's still an infinite number of gaps left. I'm not saying gap can never work.
1:10:45
I'm saying gap is very dangerous. Is Bill talking about a gap here, when he says it's rarely, see the word rarely?
1:10:53
That's usually, that's often code for gap. Oops. Gap, haven't done something, gap!
1:10:59
Is this a gap? No. It's rarely been scrutinized as a theoretical category.
1:11:07
Why is that a problem? And for whom is it a problem? For whom is it a problem if you say,
1:11:14
ever since Hiratitus, historians have talked about events, but nobody's ever asked what they mean by that.
1:11:24
Ooh, that's a gap. Not for some communities. For some communities it's what?
1:11:30
It's a gigantic problem if the community is using categories
1:11:36
that they do not understand,
1:11:41
right? In some communities they went, whoa, this is a problem 'cause we're taking for granted
1:11:47
that we understand some fundamental category for our field and we don't even know what the hell we're talking about.
1:11:56
Dangerous. So what is he doing in the next sentence? Traditional narrative historians
1:12:02
who reveled in the contingency in particular area of hit events, generally refused on principle, to engage in explicit theorizing.
1:12:08
Background? No, what?
1:12:14
What? - [Speaker] Setting up a problem. - Nope, community.
1:12:19
What community you talking about here? Narrative historians.
1:12:25
You people have a problem, narrative historians. Next sentence, meanwhile, historical sociologists,
1:12:31
along with the minority of historians, turn in the social sciences in order to escape the hegemony of political narrative, generally disdain the study of mere events
1:12:37
and decide instead to discover general causal patterns underlying historical change. What's he doing there?
1:12:45
Another community. He's defining his communities. Here are the two communities who have problems,
1:12:52
traditional narrative historians, and basically every other historian.
1:12:59
Two sentences he's described his community, the people who have a problem.
1:13:06
You wanna know a very extended version of this? Read the introduction of Said's "Orientalism", where he constructs I think, nine communities.
1:13:13
People say to me, oh my God, I have this huge problem. I'm writing interdisciplinary stuff. Interdisciplinary stuff is extremely,
1:13:18
extremely difficult to write. People come to this campus because we proclaim that we're, you can do interdisciplinary studies here.
1:13:23
We scorn traditional disciplinary boundaries, puh, puh. You know, here's the problem you're gonna have
1:13:29
when you do interdisciplinary work, who's in your community of readers? Go ahead, put that committee together that has somebody,
1:13:37
three people on it and they're from three different committees. Be very careful.
1:13:44
You got the right three people, amazing. You got the wrong three people, you're gonna have a writing nightmare.
1:13:49
Because those are three different communities, who are not only gonna define problems differently, they're gonna see arguments differently.
1:13:57
So what Bill is doing here is he's saying, there's two communities of people I'm writing to, and he lays 'em out in the first paragraph of a text.
1:14:04
This is first rate functional writing. You gotta understand the function, not what it looks like.
1:14:10
Not the rules, not the formal, but the function.
1:14:15
I will shut up in one minute. So page 13 summarizes the model from this point.
1:14:23
Let me just tell you what's left in the handout. Page 16,
1:14:34
one of the best pieces of problem construction I've ever seen. A couple of economists
1:14:39
writing a very long introduction that establishes layer upon layer upon layer of problem.
1:14:47
On page 17, they do something which I have virtually never seen done before. See this chart?
1:14:53
See this graph at the bottom of page 17? You don't usually see charts and introductions
1:14:59
because they usually, what are you thinking charts are for? Either to explain or to give evidence for something.
1:15:04
You know what this chart is? It's wrong! How cool is that?
1:15:11
It's a problem, right? Using a chart as a problem constructing technique, wow.
1:15:20
And by the way, watch their codes. You'll see how they do this in a very deferential,
1:15:25
everybody's really smart, but gosh, you know, really, really nice piece of writing.
1:15:34
Page 20 talks about something that I've already mentioned, the danger of gap. Page 22 goes to gap and error.
1:15:44
I look at Bill again, Bill's work on page 23.
1:15:52
I said one more minute, but I'm gonna take two more. The last thing I'll look at is this, I think quite useful article on page 24 from John Totino,
1:15:59
whom I've never met. But I think this is such a great example of cycling all the way back to where we started.
1:16:08
The revolution in Mexican independence. First paragraph, the Hidalgo Revolt of 1810 marked the commencement of conflicts
1:16:14
that brought independence to Mexico in 1920 and led to a series of revolutionary changes that endured for decades into the national era.
1:16:21
As colonial rule ended, the contested processes. What is that? You look the anybody, they're gonna say, oh,
1:16:26
that's background. He's giving a historical background, right? No, look at the beginning of the next paragraph.
1:16:33
The interpretation just given challenges and entrenched vision of Mexican history. Whoa.
1:16:38
You know, he's, this is really, really open. John Totino was strong enough professionally,
1:16:43
that he could say, hey, all you people, you're all wrong. Now, he talks about the view that's wrong
1:16:51
in the second paragraph. Look at the beginning third paragraph. This essay argues for a different interpretation. Okay, so what he's done is he's first said,
1:16:57
here's a view of history, and then it said, this challenge is what all you people think. Now he says in this essay, here's what I'm gonna do.
1:17:04
Here's what I want you to notice, the footnote.
1:17:10
This essay was first presented in a seminar organized by Eric Van Young at the University of California San Diego.
1:17:16
Look at the next page, page 25. Here's what I'm quite sure John Totino presented in that seminar at the University of California San Diego.
1:17:25
He presented this data, which he had spent quite a lot of time in Mexico generating. Tenant rancheros at Puerto de Nieto,
1:17:32
1820 to 1825, rents in pesos. Table two, maize plot rentals at Puerto de Nieto 1820 to 1825.
1:17:40
You know, because in 1820 it was 60, and in 1821 it was 33, and in 1822 was 30. This, I'm quite sure, is what he presented at the workshop.
1:17:50
What do you suppose people thought to themselves at the workshop?
1:17:55
Why would I care what happened in the rents of maize plots at Puerto de Nieto from 1820 to 1825?
1:18:06
Go back to the footnote. Discussion there helped to clarify the importance
1:18:13
and the uncertainties of the issues explored here. More recently, several HAHR, that's the journal,
1:18:21
readers asked that I make the larger significance of the gay study more explicit.
1:18:27
I say, who the hell cares what happened in Puerto de Nieto, John? I mean, I know you went down there, you got a grant,
1:18:32
you look through a lot of books and you came up with a lot of numbers, but why would we care?
1:18:39
A final reader, you see why I love this so much? He's probably been working on this essay for article for what, three years maybe?
1:18:46
A final reader suggested that my interpretations appear controversial.
1:18:57
Like, hey John, you see this work you've been doing? It suggests that everything the people in this community
1:19:03
think about the Hidalgo Revolt is wrong.
1:19:09
He didn't even know that until the end of his process.
1:19:16
In his thinking process, it was probably three years until a final reader
1:19:23
told him what problem he was actually engaging. Where does that come in his article?
1:19:31
It's the first sentence. The difference between this process and this process.
1:19:39
To the extent that you are embedded in making your writing handed to the reader on this process,
1:19:44
you are very likely to interfere with their reading process. The more you can-- You've gotta do this, guys,
1:19:51
you've gotta do this process to do your thinking, but the more that you can learn how to alter it for these people,
1:19:59
the more successful you're likely to be and the less painful this whole reading, this painful writing process is gonna be for you.
1:20:07
Okay, I apologize for two things. One, for being longer than I intended and two, for being ridiculously theatrical about this.
1:20:15
My only excuse for that is, I'm not kidding when I say I have people in my office using the Kleenex.
1:20:21
This stuff is, can be brutally hard and just plain brutal.
1:20:27
I am dramatic here in the hope that you will not end up in my office,
1:20:33
but let me say you are welcome. I'm the director of the writing program on campus. I welcome anyone who wants to come
1:20:42
and talk to me about writing. If you send me an email and say, can we make an appointment? The answer will be yes.
1:20:48
It may be a while, I should warn you. Larry McEnerney, my email is LMCE@uchicago.
1:20:57
Sometimes I'm not in residence, sometimes I am, but it may be a couple of weeks before we can meet.
1:21:02
So just warn you. Sometimes people, if you say, Larry, can we meet and I've just gotta turn this paper in
1:21:08
at the end of the week. The answer is usually I can't do it then I'll try. But if you give me time,
1:21:13
then we'll do it and I will welcome it because no one on campus more than I,
1:21:18
appreciates just how hard it is, the stuff that you're doing. Okay, let's stop and we're done.
1:21:24
If anybody wants to hang around, you're welcome to do so. (clapping)
1:21:31
Don't do that. I just get more dramatic when people do that. (class laughs)
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foreign for the Gettysburg Address the only historical background that's that you need is to understand the function
0:14
of the speech it is formally to dedicate a cemetery uh for the fall and from the
0:19
Battle of Gettysburg but that's not the function of the speech the real function of the speech is to convince a very
0:27
skeptical public in the north that they should keep dying the speech is given in 1863 in the
0:34
middle of the war it's easy it's easy to forget as we look back that Lincoln thought that they was going to lose at
0:40
this point in the war he was not at all convinced that the north was going to win we look back and think that was inevitable it was not inevitable he was
0:47
very concerned that the north was going to lose this war and he was particularly concerned about morale in the north
0:53
people were giving up they just said we don't want anybody else to Die For A Cause that they didn't particularly
0:59
believe in the Gettysburg Address is aimed only at the people of the north unlike the second inaugural which is addressed to
1:06
the nation as a whole this is not this is simply a desperate plea for people to
1:12
um be willing to continue to die as I said earlier on the the big payoff
1:18
of the speech comes at the very end so if you'll start with me by looking six lines up from the bottom
1:26
do you have any more coffee I have one more copy this is it you can have this copy I have this one
1:32
um so I don't I'm sorry I'm sorry I'm sorry
1:38
yeah but you can't Circle the words online at least not as easily all right six lines up for the bottom it is rather
1:45
for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us that from these honored dead we take increased Devotion
1:52
to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion that we hear highly resolved that these dead
1:59
shall not have died in vain so I can't emphasize enough that the function of
2:05
the speech is to cope with a very skeptical Northern population which was
2:10
just sick of what was happening they were tired of it they wanted the war to be over Lincoln was insistent that the war was
2:17
not going to end he was not going to compromise he was not going to give in and he needed them to keep being willing
2:23
to go themselves to send their children to send their husbands to send their fathers to continue to fight and die in
2:30
the war and he says that most clearly at the very end so what you've got is a
2:37
very a common phenomenon in my experience among both writers and speakers that is
2:44
they want the big ending they want to organize their text so that the ending
2:49
just pow and you can understand this right some of the greatest speeches and again I'm deciding old rehash speeches
2:57
it was Churchill who ends by saying let us so bear ourselves Embrace
3:03
ourselves to our duty that if the British Commonwealth and its Empire lasts the Thousand Years still men will
3:09
say this was their finest hour Fade to Black
3:15
you know I want to be like that it's at the very end of the speech
3:22
that Dr King says free at last free at last
3:27
thank God Almighty we are free at last it
3:34
the power of those endings is so magnetic that writers want it and
3:39
speakers want it the problem of course is that you have to get them to the
3:45
ending and that means that for me they have to have an experience of coherence and of
3:52
building to the ending most beaches and Lord knows most written texts that end
4:00
with the big information are incoherent to the reader's experience along the way
4:05
that is the readers the audience they're listening for the first few minutes they're reading for the first few pages
4:12
then they're lost they're confused they stop listening they stop reading or if they continue on by the time you get to
4:18
the end it had nothing to do with the beginning well of course if you ask the writer the
4:24
writer will say of course it has everything to do at the beginning but that's not how the audience
4:29
experiences it that's not how the readers experience it so what I want to talk to you and as I
4:34
said to use the Gettysburg Address to show you the techniques that Lincoln uses to make sure that the audience's
4:41
experience is one where the beginning is connected to the end and connected all
4:47
the way through their experience of listening to the speech
4:52
now let me there's a million ways that speeches can be coherent for audiences
4:57
there's emotional coherence there's cultural coherence there's psychological coherence there's a million kinds of
5:03
coherence and I'm only going to talk about a couple of them here a couple that are based in language
5:09
but I'm going to talk I'm going to draw two talk about two major categories of
5:14
these let me give you the examples not from words but from numbers
5:19
okay here's a sequence that I'm sure everybody in the room
5:25
finds coherent you find it organized you have no trouble getting from the beginning to the end if I asked you
5:31
what's the next number everybody would say oh it's seven well let me give you another one
5:38
two three five seven eleven thirteen
5:46
now I will ask you to raise your hand if you find this coherent which means if
5:51
you could tell me the ending of the sequence just raise your hand look around the room and see how few
5:57
people are raising their hands all right this is one of the biggest problems that writers speech writers
6:03
have in creating coherence which is they appeal to a source of coherence that
6:08
many people in the audience do not recognize so what you've got is you've got a
6:14
couple of people who are completely going to tell you not just the next number but the one under that and the one after that and the one under that
6:19
but you've also got a seed full of people who are lost and lost track of it
6:25
so if there's some big Saco ending and the speaker and the writer want to say
6:30
okay drum roll is everybody ready 17.
6:36
and he's like yeah right I knew it was coming and then the rest of you went what
6:42
so for the record those are the prime numbers the numbers that are divisible only by themselves and one right so this
6:50
is a really common problem for writing and especially if you're writing to a mixed audience
6:55
which is you create coherence by appealing to a source of coherence that
7:01
some of the people in the audience get and some of them don't but I really want to draw the biggest
7:06
comparison with this sequence
7:16
all right one two one three one four now I'll ask
7:22
you what do you suppose the next number is one everybody gets it
7:27
now what's the difference between these two and this one the difference is these two are creating
7:34
coherence by appealing to a source of coherence you already knew a source of
7:41
coherence that as it were you brought to the room to the speech you knew it before the speech began
7:47
this is a source of coherence that the sequence itself creates
7:53
that is your experience of this particular sequence is what creates the
7:58
sense that we have coherence and Order and that you can you can predict the ending
8:04
Lincoln's going to use both of these he's going to appeal to some sources of coherence that existed in the readers
8:12
listeners heads before they ever heard the speech but he's also going to very powerfully use this technique which is
8:20
to use language to create a coherence through the speech itself not appealing
8:27
to something outside the speech and these ones are particularly I think useful for speech writers because this
8:34
is the kind of thing that if you know how to use language to create expectations of coherence in your
8:40
audience then you don't have to depend on what they bring into the room to have
8:45
that experience of coherence now I want to pause before I dive into
8:50
the address to emphasize one point that I think for practitioners this is
8:58
something I don't talk much for other people but practitioners is hugely important I don't for a moment want to say that I
9:05
think it is intrinsically better or more powerful to have a speech end with a big
9:11
Point as opposed to say beginning with the big point I do not believe that
9:16
because I teach this text in similar texts people assume that I take for granted that saying the most important
9:23
thing in a speech at the end is necessarily and always a better technique I don't believe that and I've
9:31
written many speeches myself where I've been tempted to put it at the end partly because I just cool right oh I can do
9:38
this I was telling a group yesterday for some reason I don't know why one of
9:43
the things I've written a lot of are eulogies and I wrote a eulogy for someone to give and they reported back
9:51
to me how to go oh it went really well Aaron he said and someone came up to me after the eulogy and said
9:59
that was the Gettysburg Address of eulogy I said actually it was
10:09
but I've also written a lot of things where I had this big sacko ending and I
10:14
sit back and think okay I'm doing this because I think it's cool what actually is going to work better in this setting is if I take this and put it at the
10:21
beginning and not try to build to it not try to build up the audience's intensity to it
10:28
but just get it right up there Lincoln's saying we have to debt our case itself to win the war it could have been the
10:34
first sentence and a very good speech could have been written with that as the first sentence okay so please don't walk
10:41
away from here thinking that I'm arguing that this ending stuff is necessarily
10:47
better I don't there are some occasions when I think it is much better one of
10:54
the things I also consult with a lot are op-ed pieces because they got a lot of
10:59
Faculty members I'm at the University of Chicago a lot of Faculty members a lot of other academics who desperately want to publish in the
11:05
New York Times op-ed and they say well you know I'm an important Professor anything I write
11:12
they're going to publish right no so you try to help I try to help them
11:17
get published and nine not not just nine out of ten 19 times out of 20. we're putting the most
11:25
important thing they have to say in the third sentence typically not the first sentence but the third sentence but every once in a while
11:32
there's a case where if you put it in the third sentence it will fail the text
11:37
will fail it was much better off to take the risk of moving it to the end of it I
11:43
didn't think to bring my favorite example of this with me but um if anybody wants to email me I'm happy to send it to you you can look it
11:49
up yourselves it's quite old now but James Fallows who became the editor of Atlantic wrote an amazing op-ed piece
11:56
for the New York Times in 1984 I think it was the height of the Reagan years
12:01
and he has this giant headline that says two challenges Reagan is avoiding
12:07
and he writes this text and it opens up saying oh Ronald Reagan is messing everything up and he's just getting
12:13
doing all this stuff bad and I'm being like so many other people
12:18
readers of the New York Times being a knee-jerk liberal Democrat myself I'm reading this saying yeah right you know
12:24
yeah Reagan bad awful look at this he's doing this and thousands is brilliant in piling on Reagan and I didn't notice
12:32
that about two a third of the way through the article it started to shift and it's fascinating to watch the
12:39
language shifts that make this happen and I'm reading the article and I'm so happy and about halfway through I'm less
12:45
happy and two-thirds of the way through my
12:50
stomach hurts but I don't know why and the last sentence of the editorial
12:56
is which will almost certainly require reinstating the draft
13:02
I just nodded my head through an entire text that was an argument for
13:09
reinstating a description in this country yeah but what if the headline has been
13:15
reinstate the draft right I wouldn't I wouldn't have read it and B if I had read it I would have said that's wrong
13:22
that's wrong that's wrong that's wrong so phallus does This brilliant move of
13:27
sucking me in putting the hook really far down my throat so that by the time I start disagreeing with him
13:34
if you have to admit like it felt like he's got something to say here so there
13:40
are times when what we call point last or the big big ending will work better but that's only sometimes for some
13:47
audiences and some purposes okay so let's go to work on Lincoln
13:52
if we if you grant me that the text is point last the big Saco ending is where
13:59
the main thing exists now we have to raise the question of how
14:04
he causes the audience to experience coherence and forgive me for keep using this language of experience coherence
14:11
but I come from a highly academic background and most of the people I've worked with are academics who believe
14:17
that coherence is a matter of logical relationship the relationship of ideas they think that the reason the way you
14:23
make a text logical or coherent is you take every bit of the text and you you put it up through a hierarchy through
14:30
several layers of logic so that it all follows conceptually from something well
14:35
you know human beings just don't process language that way even most academic texts don't process don't work that way
14:41
I do a lot of work with lawyers I can tell you legal real legal arguments do not work that way despite of what
14:46
lawyers are taught in law school and certainly most great speeches don't work that way coherence is not abstract it's
14:54
not conceptual for me it's many things but it's mostly an experience that the
15:00
audience has now James was brilliant this morning talking about how that coherence experience arises from storytelling
15:07
through really fundamental patterns that we'd we take from from stories I'm going
15:12
to be talking about how it coherence experience is created by Language by words and I don't want to say that I
15:19
think this is more important than the story or even as important as the story I think James is incredibly useful in
15:25
talking about that but I'm going to be talking about the way that we process words and the way that words in the way
15:31
that we process them can create these sequences of coherence for us
15:37
okay so we'll start from the beginning four score and seven years ago if you would Circle that famous opening
15:43
this one is the most obvious and easy to replicate
15:48
source of coherence four score and seven years ago well that's the past
15:53
look at the beginning of the second paragraph first word now we are engaged
15:59
in a great civil war okay that's not too hard present so consciously or not the readers are
16:06
already expecting the ending right you just know what the ending is going to be it's not if you stop people and say
16:12
what's the ending on me they wouldn't say it but of course they expect it to end in the future
16:19
so the future that ends that we hear highly resolve that the
16:25
dead will shall not have died in vain that this nation under God shall have a new birth of Freedom government of the
16:31
People by the people for the people shall not perish from the earth so past present future what could be simpler
16:41
another one very weird
16:46
our fathers brought forth Circle that phrase
16:52
now that's just plain wrong
16:58
fathers do not bring forth mothers bring forth
17:05
and I point out to people the students and say I can't imagine anybody using the language our fathers brought forth
17:13
to describe the founding of the U.S Peabody would write fathers established
17:19
fathers created Founders created this weird utterly weird metaphor of fathers
17:27
bringing forth serves a really important function
17:33
for Lincoln I don't want to go too far but it I will
17:38
draw to your attention that in the next line he talks about the nation being conceived in Liberty now everybody
17:44
assumes he means you know conceptually but maybe not you know father's bringing
17:50
forth something that's conceived okay so what we've got is
17:56
metaphorical language of birth and of course the middle of it is all
18:02
about death starting about
18:08
the middle of the second paragraph we have come to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting place
18:15
Circle final resting place for those who here gave their lives Circle gave their lives as a nation
18:21
might live it's all together fitting and proper that we do this but in a larger sense we
18:26
cannot dedicate we cannot consecrate we cannot hallow this ground the brave men living in dead
18:32
all right you know the pattern if a text begins with birth
18:39
and then you have death how's it going to end very last line
18:46
and the nation shall have a new birth of freedom there it is right there Circle New Birth
18:54
you know the circle Freedom Freedom's not important here all right so that's two of them and
19:00
these are ones that are very familiar to his audience past present future of course his audience knows all about that
19:07
it's the cycle of birth death rebirth they know all about that he's plugging into things that everybody knows
19:13
now he's going to create one on his own four score and seven years ago our
19:18
fathers brought forth on this continent if you'd circle on this continent
19:23
that's confused a lot of people who pay attention to this because it seems to kind of irrelevant
19:29
one good reason for it is rhythm right you know you're writing for speakers who have to speak I spend a lot of time in
19:35
my own classes trying to help students who are used to writing things that are red for the eye not just direct for the ear but more
19:42
importantly or as importantly to write for the mouth that is a speaker is going to have to say this and to figure out how to give them
19:49
language that serves on some kind of beat and Rhythm that they're comfortable with I have found certainly in my own
19:55
writing one of the most difficult tasks and listening to a speaker practice a speech I've written is one of the most
20:01
painful moments and you have to go through and say nope that's not going to work nope you get rid of that man nope
20:07
you gotta change that and sometimes I'm adding words just to meet the patterns of their speech so some people have said
20:14
on this continent is just that sort of rhythmical function for Lincoln and I think it does serve that function
20:20
but I wanted you to Circle it because we did time before past present future now
20:25
it turns out we're going to do space a continent's a big chunk of space
20:31
our fathers brought forth on the continent a new nation is smaller than the continent people
20:37
know that you know the continent does like who oh yeah Canada that's right sorry you got a big continent you got a
20:43
smaller Nation a new nation can see the liberty and dedicated the proposition that all men
20:49
are created equal now we are engaged in a great civil war testing whether that Nation so conceived and so dedicated can long
20:56
endure we are met on a great battlefield of that war we're here on this big it's big Battlefield right
21:04
we've come here to dedicate a portion of the battlefield
21:11
as a resting place for those who here gave their lives that the nation might live
21:17
here continent Nation big Battlefield portion
21:24
of the battlefield here spacing it's locating everybody here
21:32
now look at what happens just in case you didn't notice the here
21:39
in a larger sense we cannot dedicate we cannot consecrate we cannot hallow this
21:44
ground Circle this ground the brave men living and dead who struggled here Circle here have
21:52
consecrated far beyond our poor power to added a track the world with little note no long remember what we say here
21:58
but it can never forget what they did here it is for us the living rather to be
22:04
dedicated here other students look at me like say are you kidding you're not supposed to
22:10
use the same word twice it is rather for us to be here dedicated
22:18
to the great task remaining before us he just hammers the spatial location here here here here
22:25
here well when we get to the ending
22:31
that the nation shall have a new birth of freedom and the government of the People by the
22:37
people for the people shall not perish from the Earth
22:43
out to in into out what nobody's conscious of it
22:48
nobody in the audience is saying oh that's a really cool hourglass shed our glass shape there Abe nicely done
22:55
but the references to space through the text is one more way in which the big
23:03
ending is made coherent for the reader's processing through this listening
23:09
listeners through the speech okay
23:14
now what I want to talk about mostly are the ones that the ones that are left
23:20
are the ones that I think speechwriters can use the most I think that these are cool I mean this is I did something like
23:27
this for this eulogy yeah but I think these are the least the
23:33
least powerful of what he's doing the next ones I want to talk about I think are for me anyway bread and butter
23:40
things I do virtually with every speech I work on are these techniques for doing coherence
23:48
so let's start with another I want to refer back to our
23:54
fathers just for emotion moment to refer to you to remind you that that was the subject of the first sentence our
23:59
fathers and I'm going to do something really quick that I want to apologize for those of you who are in my session yesterday this is just going to repeat
24:05
something we did there but I find it a useful way to make this point
24:11
so two sentences the dog chase the cat
24:16
and the cat was chased by the dog
24:25
as I said yesterday I've used this sentence for literally thousands of people in hundreds of sessions and in
24:31
the U.S and in some places around the world I've asked the question which of these sentences is clearer and more
24:36
concise and I can guarantee you that in the United States 90 of people will immediately say the first sentence is
24:43
clearer and more concise and I'll give you two reasons for it it's shorter and it has an active verb
24:50
this is nonsense I just need to be it's complete patent obvious nonsense it is simply not true
24:57
that sentences are more concise when they're shorter and they have active verbs
25:03
what is the mistake people make about this is that they're measuring
25:09
effects of language without thinking about the readers so
25:16
when readers of English and I'm not I don't know whether it's all always true but we think it's true
25:22
of native speakers of English when readers of English read a text to think about the world to think about the
25:28
content of the text they read in very predictable patterns
25:33
and one of the patterns is that they read subjects in very
25:38
particular ways they do something special with subjects another way to put it is subjects have a function for
25:45
readers cognitive processing that's very distinctive and it has a lot to do with the reader's
25:52
impression of what's clear and what's concise so you all are storytellers you can tell
25:58
me which readers will find this sentence less clear and less concise and would
26:06
find this sentence more clear and more concise which readers
26:12
anybody who wants to know about the cat the effect of subjects on readers is to
26:19
create the focus of the sentence when they process a sentence the subject is what the sentence is about
26:26
so this is a sentence about a dog this is a sentence about a cat
26:32
what if the audience cares about the cat what happens if you imagine I don't know
26:39
whether you care about cats or not you may be cat hate or cat lover I want you to pretend that you love cats
26:46
all right it's a stretch for some people I know I once I did this talk once and had somebody come up afterwards and said
26:52
I refuse to pretend that I love cats so do it for me anyway pretend you love
26:58
cats and here's a speaker who says the dog
27:04
I'm going to tell you a story about a dog there's also a cat involved but it's a dog it's a story about a dog it takes
27:11
you about three sentences to zone out here's what happens if you care about the cat and I tell you that the dog
27:18
chased the cat what happens is you have to process the sentence twice
27:23
first you process it as a sentence about a dog then your brain says I don't care about the dog so you have to translate
27:30
the sentence into a sentence about a cat well if you're reading there's some chance you'll actually do that but if
27:37
you're listening to a speech there's zero chance that you will actually do that because you don't have time the speaker's already gone on to the next
27:42
engine you're thinking maybe well maybe the next sentence will be about a cat maybe the night nope that one's about a dog too maybe the next sentence will be
27:48
about a cat nope there's still the dog and you're gone this is an enormously powerful tool for
27:54
speech writers because speakers don't get this a speaker stands up and says Okay I want
28:01
to give a speech about I want to give a speech I was giving an example I work with a lot of lawyers I want to give a speech about this new section that's of
28:08
the law that's just been amended why is anybody going to listen to it well because it affects companies and
28:16
they want to give up and say the law does this the law does that the law does this and at the end of every sentence
28:21
there's a reference to companies and in three sentences if you're talking to people who own companies you've lost
28:27
the audience so I say to them all you have to do is to say companies will be allowed to
28:33
companies will be permitted to companies will be and you know what they say to me
28:39
those are passive verbs I'm not kidding I have people say no no
28:44
you can't do that you cannot do that those are passive verbs this passive verb myth does enormous
28:51
amounts of damage and I can tell you and if you don't no reason to believe me go and look at any piece of good writing
28:58
in English you will find passive verbs my I used to forgive me again yesterday people people have said to me what about
29:06
George Orwell he says in the politics of English conscious of language English language
29:13
he says don't use passive verbs I'm more than once people come up to me and said
29:19
well excuse me Larry but you know this seems to be a battle of authorities here and there's George Orwell
29:25
and there's you and so I've learned to say to them so
29:32
you've read politics in the English language and they say yes I have and so I say to them
29:37
does Orwell use passive verbs look at me like what do you mean I mean
29:43
in the essay does Orwell use passive verbs and they say well no he says you
29:49
shouldn't I didn't ask you what he said I said does he use passive verbs 20 of
29:54
the verbs in that essay are passive 20 we're not talking about one here and there there's a couple of paragraphs
30:00
where every verb is passive now I get that there are reasons not to use passive verbs but there's a just as
30:09
many reasons to use them so I'm just pointing out to you that controlling the subject position is far
30:17
more important than any kind of problem you have with the subject verbs so it
30:22
works like this the subject position of a sentence creates the reader's cognitive Focus for
30:29
the sentence now what we see with Lincoln
30:36
is his first sentence is our father now look at the second sentence second paragraph
30:42
now we are engaged in a great civil war subject is we Circle we
30:48
and by the way as a passive verb we are engaged in in Grade Civil War next sentence we are met on a great
30:55
battlefield of that war subject we we have come to dedicate a portion of
31:00
that Fields the final resting place subject wait it is altogether fitting in proper
31:06
that we now you do have the indefinite subject at the beginning but indefinite subjects have their own kind of weird
31:12
effect on it we as the one that really works for readers but in a larger sense
31:18
we Circle we cannot dedicate we cannot consecrate Circle we we cannot hallow
31:23
this ground now basically three sentences there the brave men living and dead who struggled here subjects as brave men
31:30
the world with little note no longer remember what we say here you can Circle we if you want to you don't have to but
31:35
then look at the ending it is for us the living rather to be dedicated to the great
31:41
unfinished work which they who fought here of thus far so nobly Advanced it is rather for us Circle us Circle us
31:49
ah that to be here dedicated that we here at highly resolve
31:54
so what you've got and this you can do this it's a very
32:00
useful uh quick diagnostic of any text you're editing working on or writing
32:05
which is you take all the sentences run through all the sentences when text
32:12
and you just circle the subjects that one there's a subject there's a subject there's a subject there's a subject there's a subject there's a
32:18
subject there the subject all right they're basically three patterns of subjects two of one of which is really
32:24
easy and coherent the others are harder one is where the same subject is
32:30
repeated very often through a string of sentences
32:39
it's going to make sense right that the more you repeat the same subject the
32:44
more organized and coherent this experience is going to be because all the sentences are about the same Focus
32:51
and again a lot of a lot of high school and college teachers specifically teach students to vary the opening of their
32:58
sentences it's a terrible idea you really don't want to do that because
33:04
the worst possible sequence is one that works like this A to B C to d f to G Q
33:12
to R you know T to you where all this stuff is just what this is a sentence
33:18
about this wouldn't you haven't talked about that before this is a sentence about this you haven't talked about that before
33:23
and then there's the one in the middle really common we call it chaining
33:33
and what happens here is that something at the end of this sentence migrates to the to the to the excuse me to the
33:39
subject of this sentence and it chains its way down roughly I can tell you that a little bit
33:47
of chaining a couple of sentences of chaining are often work extremely well and are not a problem for coherence but
33:54
if you sustain this kind of chaining shift of subjects for more than about
34:00
four or five sentences you will lose an audience and you will also lose readerships this is also true academics
34:07
love to write in this sort of pattern partly because they're arguing it's a
34:12
lot it's how logic works if a then B if B then C of C then D if D then e and by the way if you get somebody who argues
34:19
that one thing you can do to help them help their readers
34:25
is simply put a every once in a while at the beginning of a sentence down here to
34:30
create the effect the cognitive effect of of coherence even while the logic is Flowing is Flowing here
34:37
but Lincoln doesn't want to mess with any of that so he just gives his readers very consistent Focus throughout the
34:45
text okay back up again to the beginning
34:54
four score and seven years ago our father's brought forth on this continent a new nation conceived in liberty and
34:59
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal if you would circle the word dedicated
35:06
so the language that in our writing program we use to talk about this is a
35:12
thematic string these are really powerful in the way that we we organize words
35:20
and it's really simple it's so simple that I cannot get people to actually do it it works really like this which is
35:27
when readers have or listeners have a lot of complex information to cope with
35:33
one of their main techniques for organizing it is referring it all back to the same words I can't emphasize
35:41
enough I don't mean ideas again I work with I've spent 40 years trying to get
35:46
academics to stop believing that coherence is a matter of Concepts I'm
35:52
not saying Concepts don't matter they do but that's not how the processing of
35:57
language is mostly created creates coherence readers actually need words as they go
36:04
through that sound familiar to them and that they can take all the complex information and connect it to each other
36:11
through words through similar words Lincoln makes it the word dedicated
36:21
so second sentence now we are engaged in a great civil war testing whether that
36:27
Nation or any Nation so conceived and so dedicated circle of dedicated can long
36:33
endure we have come to
36:39
amaze me right dedicate we've come to dedicate
36:47
a portion of that field is a final resting place for those who here gave their lives that the nation might live altogether fitting and proper that we
36:54
should do this but in a larger sense we cannot dedicate
36:59
we cannot consecrate we cannot hallow
37:07
this ground I'm very grateful that he used these words here because I want to make a really important point about how
37:13
thematic strings work here Lincoln is taking no risks at all
37:19
that the Thematic string will be clear to his readers the simplest way to make sure readers are perceiving coherence is
37:27
to use the same word but it's not at all the case that you create coherence only by using the same
37:33
word you create coherence by using any word that the actual audience not a
37:40
theoretical audience not an imaginary audience but the actual audience would associate
37:45
with a dominant word if they were just in a list that is this is not a Content question
37:52
this is not a question of whether or not the whole content makes this word related to that word
37:58
the question is if the readers just saw the word in a list would they find that list coherent
38:07
and this is where speechwriters come in and they can be absolutely invaluable we had an example of this yesterday
38:13
Barack Obama creates Union establishes Union as a dominant theme in his uh
38:20
remarkable speech a more perfect union and you see the word Union showing up a
38:26
few times yeah but then you also see a word like together
38:34
and then truly one
38:39
and these are words that I would argue if they were just in a list the reader would feel coherence here it's like a
38:46
number sequence that's one one one one one one one one right no problem seeing coherence
38:52
but then somebody in the group suggested Society
38:57
and I had to say I don't actually agree I said I'm trying to imagine the audience I know what Barack Obama's
39:04
audience pretty well and I don't think that if they saw the word Society in this list that they would say oh yeah
39:10
that fits right in I think there's a part of them that would be a little puzzle I mean not quite as puzzled as the prime numbers but that doesn't quite
39:17
fit but here's my crucial point this is not a matter of the definition of words it's
39:23
a matter of the actual audience and speech writers are usually way better than speakers at being able to
39:31
judge whether a specific word particular word right there will be perceived as part of a thematic string or not
39:39
again I can't emphasize enough this is not a matter of only um
39:44
the same word or even synonyms it can be any word that that audience will
39:50
associate with the theme but we're not done with Lincoln
39:58
the brave men living and dead who struggled here have consecrated it there's consecrated again
40:04
far beyond our poor powers to add or detract the circle consecrate
40:11
the world a little note nor long remember what we say here it can never forget what they did here it is for us
40:17
the rather the living rather to be dedicated here
40:27
it is from these honored that from these honored dead we take increased devotion now there's a judgment called do we put
40:34
devotion on the list or not do people associate yeah this is exactly what speechwriters are way better at is
40:41
making that judgment it's not a matter of what the what the dictionary listed in a synonym list it's your judgment
40:47
whether the readers if they saw the word in a list they would connect devotion with dedication
40:53
that's your judgment devotion for the last for the cause for
40:58
which they gave the last full measure of devotion that we hear highly resolved and resolved another one does resolve
41:04
count on the list I don't know I'm not sure I would argue that it is some people would that's your judgment
41:10
so this is a thematic coherence and put those three together now we have
41:17
the spatial coherence of here we have the Thematic coherence of dedicate
41:22
we have the subject coherence of we look what that is we dedicate here
41:30
that is of course the message of the Declaration and those three words
41:37
are 10 of the entire speech the speech has 278 words and 28 of those
41:44
words are we dedicate here when was the last time you wrote a
41:51
speech well you could say the three most important words show up 10 of the time
41:57
in the speech right now you're writing longer speeches and more complicated but I would
42:03
challenge you was the last time you wrote a speech when the three most important words showed up in one percent
42:09
of the speech I can't tell you how many speeches I've seen were the most important words of the speech show up
42:15
exactly once and are never up here again
42:21
again people are saying oh no no no this is going to be boring it's going to be tedious it's going to be it's good I oh
42:26
my God I can't tell you how many people have said oh no only on the only unsophisticated writers do that and I
42:32
was telling the group yesterday um I I've heard this so often and feel forgive me for my Local Host I hear it
42:39
more off I heard it more often than London than any other place I have taught more often than I could mention
42:45
in London I talk about repeating themes I talk about repeating subjects and you
42:51
can just see them look at me with contempt
42:57
you know you can just see American
43:02
yeah so I was telling the story one of these sessions I just had had enough I said okay okay you don't believe this
43:08
again you don't believe me give me your favorite writer Some immediately you said Jane Austen I said fine went to the
43:15
computer picked up the computer said what's your favorite book Pride and Prejudice pulled up a PDF of Pride and
43:21
Prejudice found it online pick a page 242 went to page 242. cross my fingers
43:31
Jane wouldn't let me down right on that page we looked through it on
43:37
this it took about I said one paragraph yesterday but that's not true I think it was three paragraphs she used the same
43:42
word eight times and it wasn't the or uh the substantial word eight times
43:48
on a page the best part of the story was the the reaction of the people in the group
43:55
guy looks at me said wow Austin's not as good as I thought
44:00
[Laughter]
44:06
this repetition and near repetition again not just synonyms any word that
44:11
fits a thematics is extraordinarily powerful for readers and 10 times more
44:18
powerful for listeners and you can run it in seconds you can take the text run through it and see
44:24
what words on the subjects and then identify a dominant theme and see how many words you can Circle that readers
44:31
would identify with that theme okay so so far we've got
44:37
time we've got myth or renewal we've got space we've got subjects and we've got
44:45
themes as sources of coherence for the text
44:50
uh and I will tell you that um in my judgment we haven't hit the most important ones yet
44:57
this plugs into something that James was saying this morning and I think I'm far more profound way than the language that
45:03
we use uh to talk about this but we've been talking about this preaching it a lot in the Chicago writing program for a
45:10
long time which is that one of the great mistakes of many academic writers but
45:15
also a lot of writers is to convey information they think that what they're doing when they speak is
45:22
conveying information from the writer's mind and putting it installing it into readers Minds okay this virtually never
45:29
works for all kinds of reasons that you understand perfectly well um
45:35
I'll use the example here to show you what I'm talking about quite quickly I do work with people academics who are
45:42
very eager to win the Nobel Prize they just want to be the most important academic in their field ever
45:47
and one of the mistakes they make is they talk about their work as discovery
45:53
they say I've discovered something and they go to the world and say I've discovered something
45:59
and the world goes next if you go to
46:05
um the website of the Royals royal Swedish Academy the people who hand out Nobel prizes in the bank that gives out
46:11
the price for economics they are perfectly clear
46:16
that Discovery is of almost no value it's of no value and it's of no interest
46:23
what they give Nobel prizes for what they give grants for if you're an academic what you get tenure for what
46:30
you get promotions for what makes you a distinguished service Professor is not Discovery it's very simply solving
46:37
problems because there's a hugely compelling source of coherence in our minds that
46:46
say we have a problem as soon as you have it in your head that there's a problem your head is already
46:52
anticipating what's coming next or last right you want that solution
46:59
I was literally in the back of the room with a little my pen and tick marks listening to the speakers today and how
47:06
good they were at continually creating problems some of them were in a very simple technique of saying well it's not
47:13
that and it's not that this thing I'm thinking about is talking about is not that and it's not that and you're saying
47:18
like well what is it right they've created this instability in your hand that causes you to desire
47:25
the solution the stability the things I say as speech writers never give people information until you've
47:31
made them want it first and the cheapest way the easiest way to make people want information is to construct a problem in
47:38
their heads that they will feel that the information solves and you can do this with as far as I can
47:45
tell anything I mean I've worked on I've worked with I've worked with people who are writing the most dull tedious
47:53
academic work you can imagine I do what I do because I have the capacity to read 300 pages of utterly boring texts about
48:02
things like International tax law and I can actually read that stuff I
48:07
don't know and you can take anything and turn it into the solution to a problem by just using the beginning of the text
48:14
to use language that signals to the reader that they have a problem
48:20
so this source of coherence will find three times in the Gettysburg Address
48:29
now we are engaged second sentence now we are engaged in a great civil war all
48:34
right War that's a problem the Civil War that's testing whether
48:42
that Nation I.E the I.E the United States or any Nation so so dedicated can
48:48
long endure so we have War we have tests and we have can endure
48:57
all right there's a problem there's actually two problems
49:03
the nation has a problem the war is testing whether the nation can endure
49:09
and as it were democracy has a problem itself that is
49:15
whether this government conceived in Liberty dedicated the proposition that all men are created equal can it exist
49:22
anywhere Lincoln says there's two problems here one this war is going to determine
49:28
whether the United States actually remains a democracy and two he says and he actually seemed
49:35
to have fought this is going to be the test for the whole world if this place falls apart the world's going to look at
49:41
this and say wow that doesn't work democracy doesn't work so
49:47
here's the problems then problem number one
49:55
can the nation endure problem number two can democracy endure
50:03
okay well you've got problems unconsciously without knowing you're thinking about it you are expecting in
50:10
fact you want the solution well if you have this problem the nation
50:17
might not survive what's the solution When The War
50:23
dedicate ourselves to winning the war and what will happen
50:28
next to the bottom the nation shall have a new birth of freedom if we debt ourselves to winning the war
50:37
if we dedicate here
50:43
then we will solve the nation's problem the nation shall have a new birth of freedom and if we dedicate here here's
50:50
the bonus democracy Will Survive government of the People by
50:57
the people for the people shall not perish from the Earth so what he's done is immensely clever he
51:04
has two problems that have the same solution
51:09
what people don't get is they think this is like an accident they think wasn't he lucky
51:17
that the same solution solves two problems wow how rare is that like
51:25
incredibly common which is any speech you write if you identify this main
51:31
point the big takeaway the message as a solution you can come up with a whole bunch of problems that that solution
51:37
will solve you have to construct the problems I use this language that drives some of my colleagues crazy
51:44
because I say you Riders construct problems you don't find them they're not
51:50
lying around on the ground with a little label that says hi I'm a problem we actually create them in our audience's
51:57
experience it's the language you use it's the it's not so much even the content of the
52:03
problem which raises all kinds of ethical issues it's the words that you're using to cause readers to have
52:09
the experience that this is a problem and you can cause in fact it's kind of dangerous I will tell you it's so easy
52:16
to construct multiple problems for the same solution that you'll do too many you'll construct too many problems and
52:22
kind of create its own kind of incoherence for the text but all of this is done backward as I
52:29
try to teach my academics this is thinking backward you take a discovery you've made
52:36
and then you think backward to what problem did I solve so you don't start very often you don't
52:42
start with the problem you start with a solution but you turn it into a solution by figuring out what problem has solved
52:48
and you can do this again with any speech somebody comes to you and says here's the Bitcoin I want to make here's the message I want to get across then
52:55
you can think backward and say okay what problem would this message solve and
53:01
then you can come up with lots of versions and talk to a speaker and say Well it feels like it's like does this work for you no that doesn't work for me
53:07
how about this one does this one work for you yeah Network that sounds better and if they're saying to you why are you doing this
53:14
you can tell them because this is the way brains work both get their attention
53:20
because problems like in stories get our attention and to create value
53:25
it makes a message valuable in the reader's experience if they see it as
53:31
the solution to a problem rather than just a piece of a message
53:36
okay but oh I gotta talk fast
53:41
we're not quite done now we get to what I think is the greatest move in the Gettysburg address
53:47
but is also ethically extremely fraud which is he does something which is
53:54
really rare and Powerful very much similar though to I think to
54:00
what James was talking about this morning these problems are what we in our program call problems in the world that
54:08
is they're problems that are located in in a sense sort of out there like the
54:15
nation has a problem democracy has a problem the obvious damage the weakness of this
54:23
is that the audience might say I don't care think about the audience here he is
54:29
addressing people who are gathered at this ceremony because their son is dead
54:36
because their brother is dead because their father is dead
54:42
and here comes this politician who says wow we need to save democracy
54:48
I mean like a I don't care B I'm actually a little
54:54
offended that you could come and talking about democracy here problems in the world often work to
55:01
engage audiences but often don't so one of the most powerful techniques
55:07
of writing is to convert a problem in the world into a problem in the readers
55:15
and I mean in the readers I mean to have them experience the sense of problem and
55:21
what goes along with problem anxiety tension fear concern when they
55:27
experience this then the coherence of the speech is enormously powerful
55:33
because it's not just cognitive it's also emotional again what
55:38
James was talking about I think this morning Lincoln does this in an extraordinary
55:43
way in my view first of all he has a sentence that has puzzled a lot
55:49
of people who've studied this text at the end of the second paragraph
55:54
he has just said we've come to dedicate a portion of that field as a final resting place for those who here gave
55:59
their lives that the nation might live fine it's all together fitting and proper that we should do this it's like
56:06
why would you say that it's like it's all together fitting and proper that we would say good morning I mean it's like
56:12
it's obviously fitting and proper to do this why would you say it
56:17
the function of that sentence is both I think ethical because he feels bad about what he's about to do but it also
56:24
heightens what he's about to do because he's about to say there's a problem
56:30
he says it's all together fitting and proper that we should come here to dedicate this Cemetery the next word is the most common word in
56:37
constructing a problem but you can construct a problem at any
56:42
moment in any text with the word but one of the most powerful ways of organizing
56:48
texts readers are going along listeners are going along they're fine they're fine and they hear but suddenly they
56:53
know there's a problem look at this one but in a larger sense we cannot dedicate
57:00
we cannot consecrate we cannot hallow this ground the brave men living and dead who
57:06
struggled here have consecrated far beyond our poor powers to add or detract think about what's Happening Here
57:13
emotionally to people who have come to the ceremony in order to mourn their dead
57:19
he has just told them they can not do it they have come to the ceremony they've
57:26
come to this site so that they can deal with this life destroying grief by dedicating the
57:34
cemetery and what has this guy just said you cannot do it
57:40
it will not work you have a problem it's not just the nation has a problem
57:46
or that democracy has a problem you right there sitting there standing there
57:51
trying to mourn your son your father you have a problem you cannot deal with your
57:59
grief by dedicating the ground it's been done what's the solution
58:07
dedicate yourself you cannot deal with your grief by dedicating the
58:15
ground the brave men living and dead who struggled here have dedicated it far beyond our poor powers to add or detract
58:23
so what are you going to do it is for us the living to dedicate ourselves
58:31
that is powerful I question whether it's ethical
58:36
he is just saying to people yes you may have three sons and one of them's dead but you can only deal with
58:43
the grief of that one by sending the next one out to die that's exactly what he's doing and he
58:49
knew exactly that he was doing it and he looked at the country and he did it anyway
58:55
and by the way he was very clear about this we know he knew exactly what he was doing he knew that what he was doing was
59:02
trying to win the war not simply by saying to people it will solve the problem of the nation's
59:09
existence but he was trying he was using people's own grief as a technique to get them to
59:16
win the war I suspect the entrance of those two means I'm supposed to shut up I will
59:21
shut up thank you all very much
59:28
this
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0:10
so what I want to do today and by the way I apologize for for uh not being here I forgot that they were they were
0:16
going to do a bit where I would say what we're going to do before your break um and in case you're wondering what I was
0:23
doing was simply being in another room where no one was talking because when I
0:28
find when I sit in this room listening to people talk I get so interested in what they're saying that I was afraid I
0:35
was going to get up here and forget what I'm supposed to be doing for you so I just literally isolated myself so I
0:41
could think about this um what I want to do is take about 10 minutes to reset one
0:46
of the points I made last year in the Gettysburg Address talk and then I'm going to go forward from that talking
0:53
about the techniques that I'm identifying in the address and talking about how those techniques get played
0:59
out in a few other speeches um what I want to try to be doing is to increase
1:05
your toolkit I think of writing techniques as toolkits that writers can
1:10
use sometimes they should use them sometimes they shouldn't depend on what they need to accomplish and I just want
1:16
to I want to give you more I have to say I'm sure that these techniques are ones you already use it's not like it's this
1:23
is brand new stuff but I hope it's useful to have a kind a systematic take
1:29
on how how some of these things are being used and what they're used for so let me start though with this
1:36
um because I always like to begin presentations by disputing at least something that's gone on earlier and
1:43
John I'm going to pick on John uh because we've already started arguing with each other uh instantly University
1:49
of Chicago tradition I've been teaching and Consulting for about 30 years uh with
1:56
all kind academics and business people and professionals and governments Etc and I often start with this uh chart
2:05
about the four characteristics that Mo writers and speakers most often want me to help them with they want their work
2:12
to be clear more clear more organized more persuasive and more valuable and I
2:17
write it like this going up for a reason and what I really would like to do is make this clear and organized even
2:23
smaller like tiny little letters because for me the most important thing is
2:31
valuable not clear not organized not even persuasive but making a text or a
2:37
speech valuable for the audience uh experience and what is at least in
2:44
Academia and is there's a deep misunderstanding I think which is that
2:49
in order to be these things a text has to be clear first as though clear is the foundation
2:57
for everything else and I have to say it may be that I'm just a rotten human
3:02
being but I don't believe that I believe lots of things can be persuasive without
3:09
actually being clear and I'm really sure that things can be
3:15
valuable without being clear and I'm also sure that in the realm that I most often work
3:22
with this is the one that matters I'll give you I think I used the anecdote
3:27
last year I was I consult sometimes for other universities and I had the dean of a very distinguished us University say
3:35
to me Larry all we want is for everybody on campus from the first students to the
3:40
most senior faculty we want them to be able to write clearly and being me I said no you
3:47
don't she said I beg your pardon I said you don't she said I beg your pardon I
3:54
said look if a faculty member on your faculty writes a draft of an
4:00
article that's clear and nobody publishes it do you give them tenure she said no if a scientist writes
4:09
a grant that's clear and they don't get the grant is that
4:15
success no of course not but what she thought that I think is
4:22
wrong is that the way it should work is that value should be a judgment of
4:29
content not of writing it is if you should write in
4:34
such a way like it's a window and the reader can look out in the content and it's the content that will determine
4:41
whether a text is valuable or not and the problem is that's not true the problem is there are writing
4:48
techniques that create value that cause readers or listeners to think something
4:54
is valuable by the writing and I have to say that this is
5:00
very Troublesome in academic Realms because they think that's shabby they think it shouldn't be true they think
5:05
it's cheating it's rhetoric for the writing to actually influences
5:10
somebody's perception of value they might be right maybe it is shabby but that's my business that's what I teach
5:18
people how to do so what I want to talk about today is I'm going to take last
5:25
year I talked about how a particular technique of problem solution caused the
5:31
gettysburger addess to feel more organized for readers now I want to take that technique and apply it the way
5:38
actually I usually apply it and that is to make a text more valuable to
5:44
readers I want to go one more step on this um one of my colleagues at Chicago
5:51
is's now at Harvard um wrote a book in which he discussed uh incompletely
5:57
theorized agreement and John your some of your advice to him would have been helpful and what he
6:03
meant is that very often in human communities we agree with each other we
6:11
are persuaded we are valuable even when we have an incomplete understanding of what it is
6:17
we're agreeing about we we don't actually share the exact same understanding but we agree
6:26
we're persuaded we find it valuable so what I'm arguing here
6:31
is that if if a writer or or one of your speakers focus is on Clarity they can
6:39
actually cause these things to fail and that's uh a danger that they
6:46
probably don't want to get into and you don't want to help them get into so go back to the Gettysburg address and the
6:53
way I talked about it last year if you look at the address if you can look on to somebody else's or your own
7:02
the main point the claim the call to action whatever you want to call it in the Gettysburg Address is at the end of
7:09
it the very end of the address is where Lincoln States his main point we see it
7:16
for example at line 13 it is RA it is for us the living to be dedicated here
7:22
to The Unfinished work which they have fought here thus far so nobly advanced again it is rather for us to to be here
7:30
dedicated the next line we take increased devotion two lines down we
7:35
hear highly resolved the whole purpose of the gettysburger dress is to convince
7:40
people to dedicate themselves to winning the war but what Lincoln does he puts that
7:46
at the end of the address which runs the risk of an incoherent text anytime
7:52
somebody puts their main message at the end you obviously run the risk that as the audience is getting there they get
7:58
lost along the way so one of the words I
8:03
deeply dislike in the teaching of of language is the writing is the word thesis I oh it just makes my skin crawl
8:12
when somebody says I have to have a thesis for this text the problem with a thesis is that it doesn't trigger any
8:20
particular structure of reader cognition or experience when they get it you say
8:26
to them here's my thesis it doesn't go with anywhere there's no sense of what's going to happen next about that so what
8:33
I often teach academics to do is take their thesis and reconstruct it as the
8:40
solution to a problem so instead of saying here's my thesis they say first
8:47
here's a problem folks that you have and my thesis now becomes a solution to that
8:54
problem this is what Lincoln does so he says at the end of the speech okay
9:01
folks my thesis is the solution we have to dedicate
9:09
ourselves to fighting now he could have said that at
9:14
the beginning of the speech he could have said we need to dedicate ourselves and let me tell you
9:21
why but that structure doesn't work as well for most readers and most listeners
9:28
as a different structure which is to say folks we have a
9:33
problem obviously when you say to people we have a problem their heads are already expecting a solution they're
9:41
looking for that solution they may not be conscious of what they're doing but they often even want the solution once
9:48
you first get the problem in their head this is the source of organization that in the Gettysburg
9:54
address in a lot of other texts rather than as the standard model is here's the thesis and here are the sub points which
10:01
then support that thesis which nobody ever had as a structure in their head
10:06
for understanding things the structure is here's a problem and then as you go
10:12
through they're continually expecting you to give them a solution to that problem you can extend this out over any
10:19
number of pages simply by making the problem more complicated adding different aspects to it and they
10:26
continually expect you to solve it the first problem that Lincoln uses is on
10:33
line four now we are engaged in a great civil war testing whether the nation
10:39
Will Survive okay that's a problem we're the nation may not even
10:46
survive unconsciously readers his audience is already thinking all right
10:51
how do we solve that problem answer dedicate ourselves to fighting but he has another problem
11:00
the another problem is it's going to test whether I'll roughly call it democracy Will Survive he says at line
11:08
four now we are engaged in a great civil war testing whether that Nation or any
11:14
Nation so conceived and so dedicated can long endure so what we have now is this
11:21
war is a test not just of the US but of whether or not you can have this sort of
11:27
democracy survive in the world okay problem how are we going to solve that problem same solution dedicate
11:35
ourselves to the war and government of the People by the people for the people
11:41
shall not perish from the earth I mean he cashes these in very clearly so we
11:46
got two problems test the nation survival test democracy survival and
11:52
then of course he has a third which happens at line
11:57
nine he said said we've come here to dedicate this Cemetery he says that in line 7 or8 and then he says but in a
12:03
larger sense we cannot dedicate we cannot consecrate we cannot hallow this
12:09
ground the brave men living and dead who struggled here have consecrated it far beyond our poor power to add or detract
12:17
so in other words he's saying to these people who have come to this dedication of a cemetery so they can dedicate the
12:22
cemetery in order to deal with their grief he says to them you cannot do it
12:28
it will not work for you to deal with your grief by dedicating this dirt
12:35
because it's already dedicated you have a problem so the third problem is
12:43
grief mourning how do you grieve well guess what the answer is you
12:50
can't dedicate the dirt dedicate yourselves so what he's done is he's
12:57
used a structure three times problem of the nation problem of
13:02
democracy problem of grief and he's given them one solution for all
13:09
three that's a genius that's amazing my first one of my
13:15
points is you don't have to be this good to make this work not very many people
13:20
can pull this off have three problems with one solution um your video actually
13:27
did this wow very smart all right but you don't have to do that you don't have
13:33
to be that good for have this to have this work what I want to claim is that the problem solution
13:39
structure does create coherence in the audience's experience because once they
13:46
accept that there's a problem without knowing it they automatically expect the solution which means when the solution
13:53
shows up it feels organized to them but the point want to make this
14:00
year is that organization doesn't matter if it's not
14:05
valuable clear doesn't matter if it's not valuable organized doesn't matter if
14:11
it's not valuable to the audience persuasive doesn't matter if it's not valuable let me pause and say this does
14:19
not mean you always have to begin a speech with a problem lots of texts are
14:24
valuable without stating problems I don't know about you I often use Wikipedia right I look at w I start a w
14:32
I pull up a Wikipedia piece it doesn't begin with well there's a problem it
14:37
immediately gives me information because I knew the problem myself before I
14:43
opened the Wikipedia piece there are certainly texts lots of them where it's
14:49
not only you don't need to have a problem it's not particularly good to have a problem because the audience
14:54
arrives at the text already valuing what you want to say just say
15:01
it but most of the people I work with most of the writers I work with most of
15:06
the speakers I work with are not in that wonderful situation they are not in the
15:12
situation where the audience arrives saying just tell us whatever you want to tell us we'll find it valuable the
15:19
speaker Act and the writer actually has to have a way to cause the audience to
15:25
think that the text is going to deliver value to them there are lots of ways to do this the
15:31
one I want to focus on is problem because I want to just note
15:36
quickly that it's one of the most common uh techniques of language in the
15:43
western Tradition at least for 3,000 years that the way you get people's
15:49
attention is you start with a problem know sing Muse The Rage of Achilles our
15:57
literature is just complete with texts that begin with some kind of problem
16:03
something's wrong something's in tension something's in friction something's
16:08
uncertain and we've been trained tell you it was fascinating to
16:13
watch my kids grow up or watch my grand now my grandchildren grow up to watch
16:19
them how early it is they absorb this pattern you know if their first books
16:24
are like alphabet books and and Counting books but it's amazing how early they
16:30
get books which have stories in them and the stories begin with problems now
16:36
sometimes they're quite gentle problems and sometimes like bang hit you over the head problems but I can watch them
16:42
absorbing this pattern which is when something starts with a problem I'm going to pay attention to it and what
16:49
I'm what I teach uh academics to do is to take advantage of that structure
16:54
which is already in people's heads so what I want to do with the rest of
17:01
the session is talk about different techniques of problems and kind of different nuances in how you can deploy
17:07
this if you are writing a text where you think it will be useful let me start
17:14
here these three problems are these
17:19
two are in some ways quite similar this one's radically different in my uh
17:26
analytic these two are problems which we could say are located outside the
17:33
audience that is the nation has a problem okay if you're the audience linking watching Lincoln this nation's
17:41
problem is something that you could feel is outside of you democracy is even
17:46
bigger and even more abstract and it'd be perfectly reasonable for people in the audience to say you know especially
17:54
because I'm here to grieve for the death of my son I really don't care about the
18:00
ocracy so one of the things that Lincoln does that is remarkably powerful and I find
18:07
endlessly ethically troubling not just in Lincoln but whenever it's whenever it's used which is he constructs a
18:14
problem that is located in his audience it's inside of
18:21
them this makes it much harder for the audience to say it's not my
18:26
problem very often when a speaker constructs a problem the audience is
18:31
sometimes say well I I don't care it's not my problem some version of this thought of okay there might be somebody else's problem it's not my
18:38
problem when you locate the problem within as it were the audience it
18:44
doesn't always work nothing always works but it's harder for them to feel that it's not really
18:50
theirs um and I was um I have to say one of the reasons I'm
18:57
passionate about how this works is that my career is based on it I've been Consulting doing sessions
19:05
like this around the world for a long time and I apologize I use this same opening a lot I apologize for those of
19:11
you who've seen me do it too many times I give people these two sentences the dog chased the cat and the cat was
19:21
chased by the dog and the explicit purpose of using
19:29
these two sentences is to argue that passive verbs are really quite good all
19:34
right so we've got an active verb the dog chased the cat we've got a passive verb the cat was chased by the dog and I
19:41
use it as an example to make an argument that passive verbs are often much better than active verbs even to make writing
19:47
clear and such that's the explicit reason that I use this but it's not the
19:52
real reason I open with this why do I really open with this
19:58
because what I do seemingly casually is I write them down I just look up and say
20:04
so which of these do you think is clearer and more concise the first one
20:09
or the second one and I and all around the room people say well the first one the first one the
20:15
first one and then I say you're wrong now I've tried to do two things
20:21
here one I've tried to get them to make a mistake in
20:27
public because makes it harder to deny that they were wrong and the second
20:33
thing I'm doing is trying to get them to feel like when Larry says you're wrong
20:38
it's just theatrical but what I'm trying to do is have them feel like they have a problem
20:45
they made a mistake they were wrong but it's okay it's okay he's going to make a joke of it
20:51
Etc but one of the things I learned very early on working with lawyers for example is that they're very skeptical
20:58
that I have anything of value to say to them I used to do a lot of teaching down the road in London to a lot of lawyers
21:06
who were educated here or at the other place or at some other university around
21:12
here and these lawyers would be told that they have to gather together give up usually a day of their time which is
21:21
you know they're charging $600 an hour I don't pounds an hour sorry and they are
21:26
highly skeptical that I have anything of value to offer them so what do I do
21:33
first five minutes I make them be publicly wrong I give him a handout like this it was something I say okay now so
21:39
what's going on here and I would use an example that I could predict that they
21:45
were wrong about because otherwise here's how I could have begun I could
21:50
have begun by saying hello my name is Larry Macker and let me tell you about me well imagine the impact on br British
21:58
lawyers in London saying okay you're going to be taught how to write better
22:04
by a guy from Chicago right value plummeting any
22:12
possible so I didn't even do any of that I would say to them I'll introduce myself later let's get started with
22:19
this and they would think we were getting into the substance we were not I was making them feel that they had
22:26
a problem so so that then they would listen including like what's this guy's
22:32
name I as I said to the group yesterday I really try not to tell people any
22:37
anything until I believe they want to know it why would they want to know my name
22:43
why would they want to know that I come from Chicago in fact especially if they're going to sneer at the fact that I come from Chicago so I'm manipulating
22:51
them to try to get them to perceive value in what I'm doing Lincoln does
22:57
this in a potentially brutalizing way in my judgment because he's getting
23:03
families to deal with their grief by sending out more Sons to
23:10
die I think that's ethically problematic I think in the long run I endorse what Lincoln did because of the goals that he
23:16
was trying to accomplish but the tiny trivial version of this is that every time you do this
23:24
problem constructing technique one of the reasons you're making yourself valuable is you're causing your audience
23:31
to feel some sort of anxiety or stress and they therefore want to listen to you
23:37
so that you will relieve that stress you're creating a little bit of anxiety but you also have the promise that if
23:43
they just carry on with you you're going to resolve that and reach some sort of stable position um I worked once with a
23:51
faculty of a the School of Theology we did a 4-day session these people were very serious about this and I taught
23:58
them some problem techniques and then on this last morning I got together and I
24:03
said I want to raise this ethical issue because I'm talking to theologians you people are really going to help me think
24:09
about the fact that I'm teaching you how to make your work more successful help
24:15
you get cited help you get published help you get tenured help you get grants and the way you're doing this is by
24:22
triggering even in a small way anxiety in your audience so that you
24:28
position yourself as being the good person who's resolving this anxiety that wouldn't have existed if you hadn't
24:34
created it and I said to them is this ethically
24:40
troubling and uniformally they said not at all teach us more tricks well okay I will teach you more
24:47
tricks but I got to tell you warning in my judgment it is it remains a ethically
24:54
troubling uh technique let's move to Malcolm X who's about the
25:00
best I know bless you at techniques
25:07
of sorry I need to go find my glasses techniques of problem
25:20
constructing well I'm going to try to read this I'm sorry okay this is Malcolm X uh
25:25
1964 Mr moderator brother LX brothers and sisters friends and enemies I just
25:33
can't believe everyone is here is a friend and I don't want to leave anyone out okay one of the things I want to
25:38
note is that problem when I talk about problems I'm not just talking about big
25:44
giant things that will just dominate a complete text a lot of these techniques of
25:51
creating problems constructing problems are done in very small ways and resolved
25:56
immediately but they have the effect of creating value by causing it people to
26:02
re-experience the anxiety completion cycle so while most people would start
26:08
off ordinarily of course by saying thank you to the whoever introduced me and
26:13
greetings to the crowd Malcolm makes that problematic he problematizes
26:19
greeting the crowd says look there's actually a little bit of of tension here
26:25
and rather than ignore it or get rid he's going to use it for the audience experience of
26:33
problem the question tonight as I understand it is the Negro revolt and
26:38
where do we go from here or what next in my little humble way of understanding it
26:44
it points toward either The Ballot or The Bullet now lots and lots of
26:51
writing lots a lot of writing advice says it's a good idea to open with a
26:58
question or your thesis and they might look at this and say wow that's great
27:03
look Malcolm X opens with a question in his second sentence and then he States his thesis The Ballot or The Bullet what
27:11
they often don't notice is the way that these things can be or fail to be
27:17
problems so the question that that Malcolm asks the Negro revolt and where
27:23
do we go from here is not the same sort of question as what are the three ways
27:28
that we can do X this is a problem negro Revolt
27:35
problem and then of course the thesis which is The Ballot or The Bullet is not
27:40
like saying here are the three ways that we do X this is a thesis which is in
27:46
itself replete with problem
27:52
next before we try to explain what is meant by The Ballot or The Bullet I would like to clarify something
27:58
concerning myself I'm still a Muslim my religion is still Islam that's my
28:04
personal belief just as Adam Clayton Powell is a Christian minister who heads the abian Baptist Church in New York but
28:11
at the same time takes part in the political struggles to try and bring about rights to black people in this
28:16
country again it can look like oh he's doing the standard move of introducing himself well in fact it turns out
28:25
Malcolm being a Muslim was a gigantic problem in all kinds of ways in that moment to
28:31
that audience it's a problem and of course there was the also the problem of
28:37
what are ministers doing meddling in politics and there specifically what is
28:43
this black Muslim Minister doing meddling in public so he's going to say
28:48
okay well like look Adam Clayton Powell he's another Minister who is dabbling in
28:53
politics his entire introduction of himself is grounded in
28:59
instability it's grounded in how complicated this is It's grounded in the fact that there are contradictions and
29:07
difficulties even in who he is which is usually not at all what I
29:13
find it's not at all what speakers think about when they say introducing themselves they think about giving a
29:19
sort of standard uh stable obvious easy
29:25
one of the words I most dislike in writing is the word background because people think that
29:32
before they say anything they have to give a stable background so that people
29:37
can readers can understand what they're going to say well I really think that's a bad idea
29:44
what's much better is to create an unstable situation background tends to
29:50
feel to readers like it's stable one of the things academics get wrong right
29:55
away is at the beginning of a test text they think they have to write background and all of their word choice becomes
30:03
neutral it becomes objective and neutral well one of the things they should be
30:09
doing in their introduction is using words that sound unstable problematic
30:16
challenging difficult because that's make the audience feel the readers feel
30:21
that what is happening here is that a problem is being constructed and they then want the rest of the text to solve
30:28
it I'll ask you again just to think for yourselves when you hear something set up as a problem you are already cued not
30:36
to expect but to want a solution what are you cued when you hear
30:43
background what goes into your what do you expect next when somebody says okay I'm going to begin by telling you a
30:48
little bit about my background is there anything you want next does that cause you to say okay now
30:55
I want to know what your thesis is usually back is like okay no value get past this so if you give up the notion
31:03
of background instead say I'm going to complicate conf confuse sometimes that's
31:09
more dangerous but certainly create tension and friction in language so that
31:14
what follows that can resolve it for the
31:19
reader next
31:31
although I'm still a Muslim I'm not here tonight to discuss my
31:38
religion this is uh something again I apologize for those of you who did the session
31:54
yesterday this simple structure a is not it's y Malcolm says I'm not here tonight
32:01
to talk about my religion a lot of the students that and
32:08
the academics that I work with when they see any kind of structure like this
32:13
their immediate thought is why were you saying what's not the case just say what
32:19
is the case don't say what isn't his what he's going to do tonight why
32:25
doesn't he just say what he's going to do and they'll say things like look look how much more concise it's going to be
32:32
you'll make this sentence much more concise and clear if you just say a is why just cut this cut the notot part
32:41
because again sorry John they think that the the foundation of everything of all
32:47
this good writing is being clear and they say you risk being unclear when you say what's
32:54
not true so just be clear and say what is true well do you see what's wrong with
33:03
that very often not always very often this is the source of
33:10
value this is what makes it valuable what makes it valuable to the
33:15
reader is at one level just the experience of denial the experience of
33:23
something's not the case unconsciously they're wanting to no
33:28
well then what is the case but if you can be Lincoln
33:33
good and make this not app feel to them like it's something they think it's
33:41
something they feel and now you're saying to them not just I'm going to tell you this new thing but you're
33:48
saying to them you've got a misunderstanding you've got something that's causing you trouble you are
33:54
having a mistake and what I'm telling you is going to solve solve your problem
34:00
instead of being one more thing to understand in the session yesterday I
34:06
talked about uh Barack Obama's more perfect union speech which is this long
34:11
complicated speech um very difficult to understand its organizational structure
34:17
because it doesn't have one I would argue what it does is it makes this move
34:23
about 30 times in the speech about 30 times times Obama says
34:30
now you might think it's this it's not it's not this it's not this and
34:36
sometimes he does it just in one sentence and done sometimes he spends a whole paragraph saying it's not it's not
34:41
it's not it's not you can always feel the audience what the hell is it he say okay here's what it is coherence is not
34:50
an abstract structure it's the experience that your audience has as they listen to you and it is certainly
34:58
not the case that read audiences experience speeches by having an
35:03
abstract structure in their head that says here's the thesis here are the four points of it and I'm just filling out
35:09
filling in as I go that's just not how they listen to it they listen to it as more of a linear experience through time
35:17
in which the flow is more like the flow of a river not like an abstract structure and if you can get them to
35:24
continually be re re to be recreating the sense of I want what's next I want
35:29
what's next I find that much more successful than having an abstract plan that you're just in it works on paper
35:37
but it doesn't actually reflect their experience of it so Malcolm says although I'm still a
35:45
Muslim I'm not here tonight to discuss my religion I'm not here to try to
35:50
change your religion I'm not here to argue or discuss anything that we differ
35:56
about you can feel feel the sense of well then what are you here for because it's time for us to submerge
36:03
our differences and realize that it's best for us to first see that we have the same problem now he's clearly
36:09
explicitly saying problem a common problem a problem that will make you catch hell whether you're a Baptist or a
36:16
Methodist or a Muslim or a nationalist now you see really great skills at the
36:22
sentence level parallelism my gosh Malcolm's brilliant at parallel structure
36:28
but he's doing the parallel inside a problem problem gets established first
36:35
then the other techniques work for you if you use those techniques first and
36:40
then get to some sort of problem later on it's the value that plummets the techniques are great but it's not
36:47
perceived as a reader as value as as valuable what do you mean by parall I'll
36:52
show you in the next sentence it's even better right whether you're educated or illiterate the parallel structure there
36:58
between educated or illiterate both of those words connect we would say to the trunk which is weather it's using the
37:05
same grammatical structure more than once so whether you're educated or
37:11
illiterate there's the uh repetition of whether you're whether you live on the
37:16
Boulevard or in the alley parallelism there whether you're going to catch hell excuse me whether you live on the
37:22
Boulevard or the alley you're going to catch the same hell from the same excuse me the same same hell just as I am sorry
37:29
about my reading my I don't have my glasses so the point one point here is
37:35
notice also that in the parallel structure whether you're X or Y whether
37:40
you're Z or Q those two parallel are opposites of each other they're in
37:46
ttention with each other educated or illiterate Boulevard and Alley what he's
37:52
doing is he's using a grammatical consistent structure but words that are intentional with each
37:58
other wonderful technique for creating tension within a parallel structure lots
38:04
of people will write parallel structures and they'll say here's the trunk and there's a parallel parallel parallel but
38:11
there's no particular relationship between the words in the same position of each branch of the parallel what
38:18
Malcolm is doing is a not a difficult technique where the words in the same
38:23
place in each branch have a relationship to each other so um for example when
38:29
Lincoln says with charity for all with malice toward none charity and Malice
38:36
are opposite terms all and none are opposite terms what's happening here it's a it's it's actually easy to do but
38:44
what you're doing is you're using a repetition of grammar that makes it
38:49
easier for the audience to process the terms but then if you put these words in
38:55
opposition what they're processing is a problem it's tension it's
39:00
friction and so the effect on them is to heighten the sense of there's a problem
39:11
here we're all in the same boat and we all are going to catch the same hell from the same man again you see the
39:18
repetition we are all in the same boat we are all going to catch hell but catching hell is problem intensifying
39:25
the problem he just happens to be a white man all of us have suffered here in this
39:31
country and talk about parallel structure here political oppression at the hands of the white man economic
39:38
exploitation at the hands of the white man and social degradation at the hands of the white man and you see the
39:44
repetition of the same words at the hands of the white man at the hands of the white man at the hands of the white man increases the sense of the problem
39:52
that's generated in the first part of each of those phrases with oppression exploitation
39:58
um degradation parallel structures lots of teachers teach it I'm all in favor of it
40:05
but if the parallel structure ends up simply repeating the same it's a consistent language through it it
40:11
doesn't do that much for you if you create a parallel structure and put the words in tension with each other it
40:19
typically gets a much greater response because it is again intensifying the audience's sense of problem
40:28
now in speaking like this it doesn't mean we're anti-white hear what I
40:33
mean it's this move again a is not this this is a small problematizing move not
40:42
a big giant not like Lincoln's big giant problem just a little bitty problem and I'll repeat if you want to see this in
40:48
play go get Obama's uh more toward more perfect union and you can just just put
40:55
it on get it on your computer and search for the word not and you'll see it all over the place suddenly not not not not
41:01
not not not and what he's doing in each one of those or what John F is doing is
41:06
creating this sense of tension this mini problem that drives the audience forward
41:13
into the speech making them want to hear what they're about to be told instead of
41:18
telling them okay here's my next point you find this way of saying my next point isn't this it isn't that with this
41:27
sense especially good if you might think it would be that you might think that what I'm going to say would be this but
41:34
it's not and that makes the point more valuable to them than just saying what
41:40
the point is now in speaking like this it doesn't
41:45
mean that we're anti-white but it does mean that we're anti- exploitation we're anti-degradation or
41:52
anti-oppression and if the white man doesn't want us to be anti- him let him stop stop oppressing exploiting and
41:59
degrading us like wow I wish I'd wrot ever wrote a sentence that good right
42:04
wow and the purpose of this speech that's just brilliant grammatically structurally
42:09
extremely simple but the power of it comes from the double level of problems
42:14
the multiple layers of problems that are being constructed here in this
42:21
sentence whether we are Christian or Muslims or nationalists or agnostics or atheists we must first learn to forget
42:28
our differences if we have differences let us differ in the closet when we come out front let us not have anything to
42:34
argue about until we get finished arguing with the man if the late President Kennedy could get together
42:39
with KF in exchange some wheat we can certainly have more in common with each other than Kennedy and kushev have with
42:44
each other all right what I want to do here is pause and talk about a writing
42:51
technique so what I suspect that malcol does as a writer is
42:59
a technique that I do with my clients consciously that is
43:07
sometimes not very often the writing of a text or a speech begins with a problem
43:14
that is the everybody knows what the problem is the writer knows what the problem is and as they work through this
43:19
text they figure out what the solution is so the linear process starts with a
43:25
pro as a writer starts with a problem and goes to the solution but I got to tell you most of the
43:31
time it starts with a solution usually in the form of something like a
43:37
thesis which is the academic or when I have written speeches for somebody the
43:43
speaker says here's what I want to say here's the point I want to make they
43:48
know what point they want to make they don't actually know what problem they want to talk about they know what point
43:54
they want to make so what you do is you think backward what what is a mistake is to
44:01
start with a thesis and then say okay the job from here on is to create an
44:07
argument I'm about to talk about persuasion for the thesis the speaker has a thesis now my job is to figure out
44:14
how to articulate an argument and support of that thesis that is as it were thinking forward what I want to
44:20
urge you to do is to think backward that is to say okay the speaker has a main
44:26
point a thesis I'm going to think backward to what problem that
44:31
solves so rather than thinking that here's the thesis I have to make an argument for you think what problem
44:38
could I put first that makes that thesis feel to the audience like a
44:44
solution so if Malcolm wants to say here's what I want people to walk away
44:49
with he doesn't say that first and then make an argument for it he thinks
44:55
backward and first gives people a problem so that when they hit this
45:00
thesis it feels like a solution and I can tell you that those of you who do
45:06
advising for other people I know there are like consultants and teachers in the room what I urge you to
45:14
do is sit down with somebody and do this with them that is sit with somebody who
45:21
says okay here's the here's the main point I want to make say okay I do this with I do this with academics who are in
45:28
fields which I know nothing about like computational neuroscience and all this
45:34
other stuff that I don't understand anything about I do I'm from Chicago I do a lot of work with economists right I
45:40
have no idea what these people are talking about but I can sit with them and they say here's the main point I got
45:45
to make in this article fool and then I can help them think backward to what the
45:51
problem is and we'll talk we'll do this for about 10 or 15 minutes and they'll look at sometimes look at me and say I
45:58
didn't know you knew anything about computational Neuroscience I don't know anything about
46:03
computational Neuroscience you know what I know words I know the kind of words that
46:09
cause people to think there's a problem I know words so they'll say here's my
46:14
thesis I'll take one of those words in the thesis and one thing I'll do is I'll say the opposite of it so they want to
46:21
say that this sort of whatever algorithm optim optimizes blah blah blah blah blah
46:27
blah and so I'll say so is it the case that there are suboptimal algorithms I
46:33
say oh my God you know my field no I just know that if optimal is good
46:39
there's maybe an existing suboptimal oh my God yeah sub so and then I say tell me what makes something suboptimal and
46:47
they write their introductions for me that's all it takes to get them
46:53
because they know this stuff it just never occurred to them to say it and if
46:59
you know how words work you can pump you can prime the pump actually remarkably
47:07
easily including um if you're oh my God if
47:13
you're uh no I'm not going to tell that story I have to stop at 4:15 all right so you might be
47:19
thinking okay well that's Malcolm X it's easy for him to problematize he's talking about a pretty problematic
47:26
situation right so I said okay I'll take Oprah Winfrey giving a eulogy for Rosa
47:33
Parks well there no problem there Oprah can figure out that there's a problem so
47:40
here's one of the things she does I grew up in the South and Rosa Parks was a hero to me long before I
47:47
recognized and understood the power and the impact that her life had embody her life embodied I remember my father
47:53
telling me about this colored woman who had refused to give up her seat and in my child's mind I thought she must be
48:01
really big I thought she must be at least 100 feet tall I imagined her being stalwart
48:09
and strong and carrying a shield to hold back the white folks and then I grew up and had the
48:15
esteemed honor meeting her and wasn't that a surprise here was this petite almost
48:22
delicate lady who was the personification of Grace and goodness
48:28
now the challenge is how many not you in this room but how many people would have started by saying Rosa Parks was the
48:34
personification of Grace and goodness and let me tell you more about how she was the personification of Grace and
48:40
goodness feel the difference Oprah is thinking backward I want to say to people Rosa Parks was a
48:47
personification of Grace and goodness but before I say it I'm going to make them want to know it and the way I'm
48:54
going to make it want it is to say here's what I thought and I was wrong
48:59
and that little sense of problem I'm using problem you can use tension friction contradiction I'm fine whatever
49:05
word works better for you makes the statement that she was the personification of Grace and goodness
49:12
feel more valuable more to the reader something that they wanted to know rather than just one more point the
49:18
speaker was giving them flush thing at them not exactly right just the same
49:26
just that that structure okay I'm going to forgive me for again hurrying on if you turn to the next page of the
49:35
handout I want to draw a distinction between two
49:43
techniques one is having multiple problems at the
49:49
beginning of a text this is of speakers often love to
49:55
do this I'm going to ask a series of questions what about this what about this what about this what about this the
50:01
problem with multiple problems is of course they can confuse each other the readers gets lost in what problem is
50:07
being addressed here so again that video did a terrific job of of looking like it
50:12
was actually a multiple questions but if you look carefully at the language of those questions they end up cascading so
50:19
that the questions don't feel separate from each other but they feel like they build the language there is very smart
50:25
but you don't want these problems to feel like separate entities because now that when the reader audience listens
50:32
they have to sort out which problem is going on right now and that's often quite difficult for them but I mean
50:39
Lincoln does it Lincoln gets away with these multiple problems because he's like he's a genius at this but there's
50:44
another technique which I want to draw to your attention by contrasting these two openings to speeches delivered at
50:51
the UN in 2002 these are two un speakers and one of them a begins with with the first
50:58
challenge is the fight against terrorism just after the terrorist attack on N September 11th I visited Ground Zero
51:04
seeing with my own eyes the magnitude of the destruction I was speechless at the enormity of the terrorist attack
51:11
September 11th is a challenge not only to the United States but also to all humankind the prevention and eradication
51:16
of terrorism is an important task for the United Nations and indeed for all member states okay so we have a very
51:24
good sound I don't have any objection to this problem solution structure problem
51:29
terrorism solution the un's got to do whatever or not this particular speaker is going to propose that they
51:36
do nothing wrong with that at all but look at B first of all it Hypes the problem with
51:43
a lot of problem language uh a year ago to consternation and horror New York and Washington were
51:49
struck by unprecedented attacks no one now can disregard the Dark Side of the World International terrorism combining
51:57
archaism with technology you notice again the parallel structures using opposite terms archaism and Technology
52:04
shifting underground criminal networks coupled with the growing risk the proliferations of weapons of mass
52:09
destruction Ian there's a lot of serious problem work language here but doesn't do what the first
52:15
Speaker does doesn't say terrorism is a problem the UN has to act on it instead he constructs a second problem faced
52:23
with these threats the Temptation may exist to forge blindly ahead that would be a serious
52:29
mistake so here's what's happened this speaker has constructed a
52:35
problem and offered a solution the second speaker has constructed one problem and then said but we actually
52:42
have a second problem in our jargon we call this the Manifest problem or the obvious problem
52:50
the speaker stands up and says folks we have an obvious problem September 11th is an obvious this problem but this and
52:58
this speaker moves right to the solution this speaker says but we have what in
53:05
again in our jargon is a critical problem that is we have a problem that
53:10
would prevent us from solving this problem so this is not just saying we have one problem and we have another
53:16
problem it's saying we have this obvious problem but we have another problem that
53:23
will prevent us from solving that problem unless we solve this one
53:28
first now this structure this manifest critical structure I'm always want to be
53:34
careful when I introduce it to people because very often this is all you need
53:39
in a speech very often all you need to do is say readers we got this problem
53:44
right and the audience says you bet we got that problem let me help you solve it but this
53:52
one if you got a speaker who wants to kind of hype what's going on and
53:57
especially if you've got a speaker and I'll be crude about this who wants to make it seem they're
54:04
smarter than everybody else this two-step problem often has the
54:11
connotation that well everybody sees the obvious problem but I see this
54:20
problem um this manifest critical when we introduced it to the faculty at the University of Chicago they all said oh I
54:26
want that because more than anything else I don't care whether I'm clear I just want to be smarter than everybody
54:33
else so you can see it all over the place and they'll say well everybody thinks this is a problem but you know
54:39
what we can't solve this until we solve this one and one of the things that's
54:44
often we call them manifest and critical because very often this uses a language of visibility some sort of thematic of this
54:51
is the visible problem this is the invisible problem so only smart people
54:57
see the invisible problem and I will tell you frankly I stole this from KL Marx uh his his critical work his he's
55:05
just brilliant at this he's absolutely brilliant at saying okay yeah here's this problem and everybody else in the
55:11
world all these other economists all these other they're looking at this problem but you know what they're never going to solve it because there's
55:18
actually a critical problem underlying that problem and you got to get to this one before you can get to that one so if
55:24
you want the examples of this this marks okay um I'm going to have to talk
55:31
even faster okay I can do this I said that I wanted to look at the function of problems in creating
55:38
value I want to make a last case for problems as a source of
55:44
persuasion and I'm going to particularly go after Aristotle here
55:50
whose rhetoric drives me insane Aristotle says okay if you want
55:55
to persuade people you got ethos the speaker you got pathos emotions and you got logos and he says you know what's
56:01
really going to make a good speaker enames can they make logical
56:07
arguments well sorry I mean aristy is a thousand times smarter than I am but he's wrong about that look at this very
56:15
simple example from George W bush as I have traveled our country I
56:22
have met too many good doctors who are being forced out of practice because of the high cost of lawsuits to make
56:29
healthc care more affordable and accessible we must pass medical liability reform
56:34
now okay very simple but crucial first he
56:41
States the problem then he States the solution he says we need medical liability reform
56:48
but he doesn't even say that until he first States the problem which is doctors being forced out of practice
56:56
there's the problem and therefore medical reform Li laws is the solution to that
57:05
problem in my judgment problem solution structure is wildly more persuasive than
57:12
argument structure now my Aristotelian colleagues look at this and they say oh my gosh
57:20
that's actually an argument they say you know what's really happening here there's a conclusion which is p medical
57:28
reform legislation and then there's grounds which are we're losing
57:37
doctors and there's an enemy here which says whenever you're losing doctors then
57:43
you should fix the situation all
57:49
right as you can tell I get upset about a lot of things I don't take anything rightly they are dangerously wrong when
57:58
they say problem solution is just a kind of a superficial covering for the actual
58:05
argument going on they're wrong it's problem solution it's not actually this
58:11
this effort to say anything that's persuasion is actually fitting
58:17
Aristotle's model of argument just in a kind of a Shabby way to make it easier
58:22
for audiences I think is deeply misle leading to how language actually works
58:29
and I've included this for two reasons one argument by problem solution is
58:34
something that I think speech writers should have at their fingertips because when you have a speaker who says okay
58:40
here's my main point and here's the argument I want to make for it if you can talk them into or maneuver them into
58:47
having each of these be a problem solution structure I'm quite confident that the uh Speech is going to be more
58:53
persuasive but the second reason that I'm saying this is that when I told people I was coming to speak at
58:59
Cambridge they said well you have to use the word Vicken
59:04
Stein okay I have now used the word Vicken Stein because it's the investigations that will teach us that
59:12
this is not a version of this it's not really this problem
59:19
solution persuasion is problem solution persuasion it's not a bastard eyed
59:25
version of argument okay last thing I'm going to talk about and I will shut up I promise
59:31
I know I'm already over time I turn the
59:37
page and those of you who are teachers can help me perhaps figure out
59:45
one of the things that's puzzled me for a long time which is in the teaching of
59:50
speeches and essays problems the problem technique is virtually in inv
59:56
visible that is if you go to the internet and say how should I begin a speech you'll get a whole list of things
1:00:03
like tell a joke introduce yourself whatever and very often you don't see anything about problem constructing a
1:00:10
problem causing the audience to think that there's something wrong that there's some tension and this goes much further I
1:00:17
have a whole collection of articles that teach writing that say here's what you
1:00:24
should do and they give an example of it and the example they give is a problem
1:00:31
but they don't say that for example uh if you go down to
1:00:38
c a teacher recommends beginning with broad General statements then progressively narrowing have you ever
1:00:44
seen that you know the the what we call the martini glass opening start with a generalization go to a specific then go
1:00:49
down then go out at the end okay but look at the example they give individuals differ radically from one
1:00:55
another in the degree to which they are willing and able to express their emotions there's about five different problems in that sentence the sentence
1:01:03
isn't is good it's a great introduction but it isn't good because it's a generalization it's good because it's a
1:01:09
problem the next one a website recommends that speakers begin with a personal story as a hook it then gives
1:01:16
this example the speaker describes a period when construction outside constantly interrupted their speech and
1:01:23
how that negatively impacted several their lives including their career and relationships there's a few problems
1:01:31
there and what I worry about is if you tell a student open with an open with a
1:01:36
personal story they will that doesn't have a problem in it just say open with
1:01:42
a generalization oh my God they're going to open with a generalization that doesn't have a problem in it and it's
1:01:49
not going to work and they're going to think what's and I'll tell you what they other think they'll open with some generalization that doesn't have any
1:01:55
like a problem somebody's going to say well this doesn't really work so they'll make it more General and then pretty soon you get
1:02:01
what we call the dawn of time openings throughout time people have done the following the problem isn't that the
1:02:09
sentence isn't General enough problem is it doesn't construct a problem for the
1:02:14
audience and I'll give you my last example I put a B I actually went on the
1:02:20
internet to say wonder what people say about Oprah winfy eulogy and one one site said this Oprah Winfrey envisions
1:02:27
Rosa as a child and then finally gets to meet her and thanks her for all she has
1:02:33
done and like no that's not why it worked that's not why it worked it
1:02:39
worked because she thought Oprah she thought Rosa Parks was a giant person with a shield she turned out to be the
1:02:46
personification of Grace and goodness that's what made it work and yet this
1:02:52
whole technique of creating tension cre creating contradiction creating
1:02:58
uncertainty creating instability this technique which I believe is one of the most powerful ones you can
1:03:04
use is invisible in the teaching of writing and often the teaching of
1:03:10
speechmaking and I honestly don't understand that because once you start using it first of all you'll see it
1:03:16
everywhere and you'll realize that very often that's what making it work not the
1:03:21
stuff that would ever was ever in the cannon of how to do it okay I'm over time I've got to stop I'm happy to hang
1:03:28
around as long as any I'm not going to take questions for goad what the hell any big question questions for the whole
1:03:33
group amazing St question
1:03:39
yeah the master gave explanation
1:03:45
this writing
1:03:51
seems to lend itself uniquely to Cadence and
1:04:06
right right do you think that this style of
1:04:12
speech LS itself more to that because of the structure and the way created that
1:04:20
thank you no no no I I quite agree and one of the things that I when I talk to speech writers I want to keep saying I
1:04:26
get that you're writing for a speaker and some speakers are going to be good at doing things and some are not I will
1:04:33
simply give you the example of a speech a couple of speeches that I wrote for um
1:04:38
a leader of a government that's not the United States and when I was working with his staff I had done some pretty
1:04:45
dramatic problem constructing language and the staff said to me he's not he
1:04:51
can't say that I mean he just he won't he won't be able to say it he won't be able to whatever we didn't take the problem out we just
1:04:58
toned down the rhetoric see I think you can I think problem constructure can work rivetingly if you've got Malcolm X
1:05:06
speaking you got Oprah Winfrey speaking but obviously there's people who can't do that diction but I believe they can
1:05:13
do the structure remember like when I talked a is not X it's y they can do
1:05:19
that so it doesn't it often isn't as powerful but I think the structure works
1:05:27
yes mentioned in yesterday session is moving the audience from to right what
1:05:33
do you do when you're preaching to the when you're sitting
1:05:40
there that you thought you knew where it was going surprise you oh sure um and
1:05:46
the reference here is just to a uh it's not really so relevant to speech writers
1:05:52
but academics tend to think that writing consists of moving an idea from the writer to the
1:06:01
readers and they think that a text or a speech exists in order to take something in the writer's head and move it to the
1:06:07
reader's head which is a lousy way to think about writing and speeches the very simple uh diagram that I Ed to try
1:06:15
to get them I said here's what you're really doing you're taking a group of readers or an audience before they hear
1:06:22
or read your stuff and here they are afterward and your function of the text is to move
1:06:28
them from where they are to where you want them to be the difference in this model is massive because here the text
1:06:36
is grounded in the writer's head the question is for the writer to specify and clarify what the writer thinks here
1:06:44
the writer's not even in the picture here the question is way I put
1:06:49
it to academics and Bo they hate this content is not what your text is about
1:06:55
content is a technique by which you get done what you need to get done so if you
1:07:01
want your content to move readers what you have to think about is where are the readers
1:07:06
before that's where you start your text starts not with background it starts with where they are now and then you use
1:07:14
problems techniques to move them someplace else now the question let me go back to
1:07:20
your actual question which is what about when you're talking to the converted all right
1:07:26
and uh Barack Obama's acceptance address is actually a great example because at
1:07:33
least some of his audiences are people who already love Barack Obama right so
1:07:39
one of the things there's many techniques that are involved here but one of the things that a speaker can do
1:07:45
and even when the PE when it's not converted is use language that links the
1:07:51
audience to the speaker I talk about where problem is located and Lincoln
1:07:56
first locates a problem in the nation or in democracy sort of out there and then
1:08:01
he reconstructs it inside his audience he relocates it in his audience one of the things that speakers I think can do
1:08:08
when they're talking to the converted is that they make the location of the problem shared between the audience and
1:08:15
the speaker it becomes in a sense our problem and this is there's a lot of
1:08:21
great examples of a speaker my who speaker who who who seems to be
1:08:27
describing the speaker's own problem and I got to tell you sometimes this is a terrible idea for a speaker to say I
1:08:35
have this problem and I want you to solve it for me like that's your problem
1:08:41
but if you're talking to the converted if you're preaching to the choir and the choir thinks your problem is my problem
1:08:49
I'm with you then instead of saying to the audience you have a problem they can
1:08:55
go so far as to say I have a problem and when you're preaching to the choir the
1:09:00
choir is like man I'm with you if that's your problem it's my problem
1:09:06
too I take it this means I should shut up I want to get my back okay let me do
1:09:12
one more question and then I'll I'll bring it to a close first off great presentation thank you very much than
1:09:18
you I was wondering um what do you do will your audience
1:09:24
feel Val you uh if they're if you already know they're not
1:09:29
actually uh agreeing with the solution right climate change being the obvious
1:09:35
example I mean there's big problem climate change solution shies don't
1:09:41
drive cars don't fly around right okay so um I'm gonna I'm going to bail out of
1:09:47
this a little bit and say because I've I've consulted with people including on
1:09:53
climate change texts and one of the things I've tried to get them is to use this notion and said look like they're
1:10:00
addressing an a US audience and what they want this audience to do is to
1:10:06
agitate for massive in my judgment necessary legislation to respond to
1:10:12
climate change but I got to tell them that ain't going to happen there is no
1:10:18
speech that's going to do that if that's what you want I'm out of here I can't make that happen I can't help you make
1:10:24
that happen so if at the end of a process we want them to agree with this
1:10:30
my question is then strategic what can this speech do what if this is a if this
1:10:36
is a if you think of this as a 10day journey to here where you really want them this is day one where do we get
1:10:43
them on day one and I've had the daylong conferences with people I love I I use
1:10:50
these Post-it notes these things and we start scribbling ideas and we put it up on the wall
1:10:55
and the question is can we envision a 10-step process the end of which these
1:11:02
are people agreeing to what you want but you know it can't happen in one day one
1:11:08
speech it's a mistake I think to assume if you just keep making the whole speech
1:11:13
10 times they're going to get there that often doesn't work that's just 10 times where they don't agree with you so we
1:11:20
work it backward it's like that backward thinking so we say if at the end of the day we want them here what's the step
1:11:28
right in front of there and then what's the step in front of that then what's the step in front of that and what's the
1:11:34
step in front of that and we work it back to where we think this is what a speech can get done and then we
1:11:41
problematize that we don't problematize the whole thing we problematize this so
1:11:48
what you'll see it as for example if we think that one of the reasons that this audience is resisting climate change
1:11:55
is that I'll give you the example the US they are addicted to individual freedom
1:12:01
and when you say the word climate change they think oh my God I'm G to have to give up my freedom and they're resisting
1:12:07
that but I'll give you a different one you can have an audience who resisting climate change because they think that
1:12:13
climate change are liberal lefties academics Elite who want that and I hate everything that those people do all
1:12:21
right then we're going to problematize that and have the speech just resolve
1:12:26
that much of a problem and again it's very often not that they're going to walk out the door converted all you're
1:12:32
trying to do at that point is make opposition harder make it harder for
1:12:39
them to oppose what you're want to do rather than turn them into advocates for
1:12:44
what you want to do sometimes that's all a speech can do but I'd rather try to do
1:12:50
that and then create the problem so that that's the solution not the whole not
1:12:55
the whole picture thank you okay thank you all very much
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Speaker: Larry McEnerney (University of Chicago Writing Program) When graduate students envision themselves working outside academia, they often worry about writing. This is sensible: academics who work outside academia are endlessly criticized for writing "like a professor". Worse, writers who are criticized in this way are often baffled at how to adapt to their new world. Very often, they try to change aspects of their writing that are not troublesome, and they leave in place aspects of their writing that are making their writing less clear, less logical, and less valuable to their readers. This session will be about a few patterns of writing that are likely to aggravate non-academic readers. We'll focus on patterns that are often difficult for academics to see, but are actually fairly easy to change.

0:00
[Music]
0:11
Heat. Heat.
0:31
All right. Uh, let me go ahead and get started. Um, please do finish eating.
0:37
Um, that way I'm confident that you're getting something of value out of this out of this session. Um, my name is
0:44
Larry McCannernney. Uh let me tell you a little bit about why I'm here and what we're going to talk about and why I hope
0:50
I can be valuable for you. Uh I'm the head of the writing program here at the University of Chicago.
0:57
But what's probably more relevant to you is that I have a long-standing consulting practice not only with other
1:04
uh universities but with a lot of uh professional firms, businesses, NGO,
1:10
policy institutes etc. um who hire me to come to work with
1:17
people who are working for them that they have hired mostly out of places like the University of Chicago and they
1:24
hire me in a desperate attempt to
1:29
uh this is going to sound overdramatic to save your jobs. Um this is way
1:35
overdramatic but sometimes not. Um, I just had last month I had a uh for break
1:41
I had somebody from a professional firm come and spend a week with me here in Chicago because he was about to lose his job. Um, for writing issues. What is so
1:51
frustrating to everybody about this is that the writing issues involved are actually conceptually extremely simple.
1:58
They are so this is so much easier than the stuff you people study. What I do is
2:03
so easy. what you do is so hard that it frustrates everybody that people who are
2:10
the best in the world at this hard stuff have trouble with what's actually pretty
2:16
easy stuff. So what I'm here to talk to you about is two levels. One is sort of
2:23
a high level explaining why it is that people who are really really smart
2:30
like faculty at the University of Chicago students at the University of Chicago really smart people
2:36
why do they have trouble writing effectively just why is that writing doesn't seem to
2:43
be that hard all right give me a first
2:48
contribution why is it why do I have a Why do people who are really smart have
2:56
trouble writing? Well, not used to it.
3:04
That's beautiful. Say that. What do you mean? Can you elaborate a little bit? Uh because like most of our like things
3:10
we do is reading, right? Accumulating knowledge, right? But we don't express it that much often.
3:16
I want to I want to pull this a little more out. He says, "You're not used to writing." Well, I can't agree. This is
3:22
so important and I agree so much, but I want to push it in a way that you probably didn't even mean. I would be
3:28
willing to bet that over the course of your careers, you've done a lot of writing. You've been in school for how
3:33
many years? 16, 18, 20. It's a touchy subject.
3:40
I'm sorry. I'm sorry. It's a touchy subject. Um, I walk around with a t-shirt.
3:46
Actually, I work out with a t-shirt that says graduate student because I'm still officially a graduate student at the University of Chicago. Well, actually,
3:51
I'm not. I would be if 20 15 years ago, they hadn't realized that they needed to
3:57
cut me off because I skew the data results. You know, they need to get people finishing. And when you've got
4:03
somebody who's been on the campus since 1977, then doesn't look good for the
4:10
statistics. very very sensitive subject of how long
4:15
we have been in school. Get it? You've done enormous amounts of writing though,
4:20
right? You've done enormous amounts of writing. Why hasn't that prepared you to write? Well,
4:29
serious question. You've done enormous amounts of writing in your life.
4:35
How is it possible that you can walk out of this campus and not write well?
4:43
required to write. I'm gonna I'm gonna I'm gonna make it more extreme just to be controversial.
4:50
You haven't been required to write at all. Not what I this I'm obviously being
4:57
intentionally provocative, right? You haven't done any writing that's real
5:02
writing, any of it, I would claim.
The Big Picture
5:08
Um and that's the big that's the that's the big picture difficulty you have. Uh
5:13
today I want to talk a little bit about the big picture and then I'm going to talk about some very specific things so that we can spend some time working on
5:19
specific techniques specific literally I have exercises in this handout so that by the time you leave today you'll have
5:25
actually done some specific things that you can walk out tomorrow and do differently with your writing. But I
5:31
want to spend a moment on the big picture stuff. You've been writing and writing and
5:36
writing and writing and writing and writing and writing and writing and writing, but it's not real for a couple
5:41
of reasons. This is the one I'm going to be most um aggravating about.
5:50
When I work with uh writers of almost all sorts,
5:58
there's usually four characteristics of their writing that matter. They need their writing to be clear,
6:05
organized, persuasive. The bottom two are not very interesting little bit, but
6:10
the top one is valuable. When you leave as a student, whether
6:16
you're a professor or working outside the academy, the most important thing about your
6:22
writing is that it be valuable. And I would argue that not only have you ne
6:27
not learned how to do this, you've learned habits that work against your ability to make
6:34
your writing valuable. Why
6:43
a lot of the writing we do is jargony and more true press like either teachers or officers.
6:49
The jargony part I don't worry about. One of the things I should tell you is that I spend a lot of time sort of not
6:54
saying things that most people say. Most people say that if you're writing outside the academy, you shouldn't use
6:59
jargon. That's just demonstrabably false. It turns out there are certain ways that you use jargon that feel
7:05
valuable to the readers and certain ways you use it that destroys value. You need
7:10
to learn how to use it in the way that feel valuable. To say just don't use it, that's just crazy. I mean, it's it's
7:17
it's it's impossible. Um,
Text Based Writing
7:26
here's here's the approach that I take to writing that might be should
7:32
introduce at this moment. Most of you
7:37
have been taught things about writing that are what we call textbased. That is, somebody's given you advice about
7:44
what your text should look like. They say something like, "Don't use jargon."
7:50
Or they say something like, "Have a thesis sentence." Or they say something like, "Don't use passive verbs." All of
7:57
these are ridiculous things to say, but the point is, they make sense to you and they
8:03
shouldn't because they're rules about the text
8:08
itself. That is, they're rules about what a text
8:14
should look like. We think this is a fundamental misunderstanding of language.
8:19
Anytime somebody tells you a gives you advice about writing that's textbased, they say something like um keep your
8:27
sentences short. I hope from now on in the back of your head you say for which
8:33
readers and what purpose? Because we think no advice about writing
8:41
makes any sense unless you've clarified who's reading it and the function of the
8:48
text. And you don't think that way. Somebody says to you, "Here's a good advice about
8:55
writing. Don't have more than six sentences in a paragraph." You say, "Okay." And we want you to say, "That
9:01
doesn't make not that that's wrong. It doesn't make any sense because you haven't told me which readers and what
9:06
function. Here's what we teach.
Expert Writing
9:13
We teach our our specialty at the University of Chicago is what we call expert writing. That is we work with
9:20
people who are experts in the way they think about the world. I
9:26
work with biochemists, neurobiologists, anthropologists, historians, lawyers,
9:32
fill in the blank. They have one thing in common. They're experts in the way they think about the world. They deal
9:38
with very complicated information, lots of subtlety, lots of nuance, lots of sophistication, lots of complexity, and
9:45
they think at very high levels. They also write.
9:54
Now 99% of them write and think at the same time.
10:02
That is they use their writing process to help themselves to think.
10:08
You do this. While you're writing your stuff, you're still thinking of your ideas. To help yourself do your
10:15
thinking, you have to do your writing. you have to do this because the stuff you're thinking about is too damn
10:21
complicated to just do it in your head. You should know that in classical rhetoric that's an enormous mistake. I
10:28
was taught in a classical model that says there are two separate functions. There's the thinking process and there's
10:34
the writing process. As I constantly tell the story, I had a high school English teacher who said to me, Larry,
10:40
there's two process. There's thinking, there's writing. She said, you're not ready to write until you're done thinking.
10:46
Miss Johnson. And she said, "To enforce this, I'm going to make sure that when
10:52
you turn in every essay you turn into me, you're going to turn in the outline
10:57
that you use to do your thinking." This was not a problem. First, I wrote
11:02
the paper, then I wrote the outline because it was inconceivable to me that
11:09
you can just think and then do the writing. Well, most almost everybody's like me.
11:16
They think and right and right and think and think and right and right and think think and write and write and think. Okay,
11:21
this is a very good thing and you should make sure that nothing I do today interferes with this process because
11:27
this is how you do your best thinking. But in the real world, not in school, in
11:34
the real world, when you're done with this, you have you will have created a text. You will send that text to your
11:42
readers. And in the real world, not the world
11:49
you're in now, the function of that text
11:56
is to cause readers to change what they think about the world.
12:02
That's its job is to cause the readers to change what
12:07
they think about the world. And whether or not it's valuable depends
12:12
on whether or not the readers perceive that you have valuably changed what they
12:19
think or what they do or how they decide.
12:25
And I would be willing to bet that in your co your schooling years, you virtually never did that.
12:34
Was that what your writing was for as a student? When you wrote a paper,
12:40
did you fail the paper if you didn't change what the teacher thought about the world?
12:46
Was that the test? Was that how you got an A, B, C, D, or F?
12:54
I'm getting a lot of those like so many people saying maybe was it the test? Was
12:59
it? All right, let's make it. Let's start in high school. When you were writing in high school, were you
13:04
changing the way your teachers saw the world when you wrote those high school papers? How about college? Were you
13:11
changing the way your instructors saw the world when you wrote those college papers? I mean, every once in a while, I
13:18
have somebody say, "Well, yeah. I mean, I have professors tell me that my work was so valuable to them."
13:26
That was a lie. I mean, you know that. At least it was a lie in the sense of it didn't change
13:33
what they thought. You know how I know it was a lie because if you had changed what they
13:38
thought they should have published your paper.
13:44
Sometimes I have faculty say to me, "Oh my the students writing is very helpful to me." I say, "Oh yeah." They say, "Oh
13:49
yeah, I really do. I learn a lot." I say, "Oh yeah." I say, "Yeah." I say, "Then your student write reading your
13:55
student's stuff is part of your like your thinking process." Yeah. I say, "Okay, then how often do you go find
14:01
student papers to read when you don't have to?" And what's the answer? Never.
14:09
Right. All right. What made your writing valuable to them?
14:16
What created the value for them? Your writing didn't.
14:21
What did
14:27
I? Pardon me. Ideas. No.
14:34
Here's what did Oh, I mean, I offend people with this, but let me tell you, here's what you did
Bad Habits
14:40
in school, and you're still doing it right now. You're writing a paper. I
14:45
don't know, a couple of pages, 10 pages, three pages. You're attaching a $100 bill to it and you're handing it to your
14:52
instructor and saying, "Hey, will you read this?" Sure thing.
14:58
You think that's not what's happening? Really? Seriously, do you think that's not what's happening?
15:04
This is what's happening. And people say, "Oh, it's so awful, Larry, that you talk about money."
15:12
Now, let's say you go outside being a student. I'm not just talking about beyond the academy. Let's say you want
15:17
to be a professor and you write an article. Is that what's going to happen? Whether
15:24
you're a professor or a consultant or in any other kind of real world operation, are you going to write something and
15:31
hand a hundred bucks to your readers to read it? He's nodding his head. Is that
15:36
what's going to happen? What's going to happen now? They don't have to read it.
15:41
Not only this, but it's more than that. What's going to happen? If you waste their time, they're
15:47
going to make You want to get paid, right?
15:52
Yes. No. Yeah. Do you forgive me? I won't pick on her. Do you want to get paid?
15:57
Anybody here want to get paid? Here's what you're saying now. You're saying here, you can read this, but you
16:04
got to pay me first. You can't read this until you pay me. Pay me.
16:10
And I have to tell you, you have 16, 18, 20 years of not doing that.
16:20
You've never written anything, I would argue, at all.
16:27
The problem is that doesn't just leave you neutral, that leaves you with terrible habits.
16:33
Why is it so hard for really smart people to write? Well, one of the reasons is they have 20 years of bad
16:40
habits. The habit was they weren't writing to people who were doing this.
16:47
What were they writing to? What are your teach What were your teachers doing when you sent them papers? Were they using
16:52
your papers to change the way they saw the world? What were they using your papers to do?
17:04
Very roughly put, you have learned to write in what Vickenstein would call a form of life in which your readers were
17:13
paid to care about you.
17:21
Your teachers read your stuff because they were paid to read it to find out about you.
17:31
Well, he's handed in this new thing. I'm going to read this. Why? Because somebody's paying me to assess him.
17:40
That's never going to happen again, right? Whether you're in the academy or not,
17:46
nobody else is ever going to be paid to care about you ever again.
17:52
But because you guys are so successful, you are the best people in the world at
17:58
student kind of writing. You're very good at it. Trouble is,
18:04
that's not what you need to do afterwards. After school,
18:10
as a director of the writing program here on campus, I often get asked about helping undergraduates make the
18:16
transition from high school to college. We help them. It's not very difficult. or I'm asked to help make under graduate
18:23
students make the transition from undergraduate to graduate school. We help them. It's not very difficult.
18:30
What is really difficult is the transition from being in school to being
18:35
out of school because this value issue suddenly dominates everything and you've
18:42
had 20 years of never having to deal with it. Never having to deal with it. So that's
18:50
the big picture hard part of it. Um, as I said, we're going to talk about some specifics, but those specifics in
18:57
my mind only make any sense inside this larger problem of what I've stealing
19:02
from Vickenstein called the form of life. You ended a different form of life. Language is a different activity.
19:08
It's a different language game from being in school to being out of school.
19:13
So, I don't want to talk, we'll talk about texts, but I only want to talk about it in terms of the language game
19:20
of readers who need you to make your text valuable to them in their reading
19:25
process because I'm claiming that's a different language game. All right, turn
19:30
to the first page of your handout and let's get started looking at some specifics.
19:40
So on the first page, I've given you three instances of a text that's either by Roger Meerson or partially by Roger
Examples
19:48
Marrison. Do you need a hand up? Anybody else need a handout?
19:56
Okay. Roger Myerson, whom some of you very well may know personally. I should say I
20:01
don't. Um, really interesting writer. Here's three examples of his writing.
20:07
One's from the Journal of Economic Theory. Number two is from the New York Times. And number three is from a
20:13
journal called Journal of uh Conflict Resolution. Do me a favor, take a minute and just scan these quickly. You don't
20:20
have to read them to figure out the content of it. Scan it and describe. Tell me some of the things that somebody
20:26
would say about the differences in the writing between these three cases. One
20:31
that's definitely inside the Academy, the Journal of Economic Theory. one that's definitely outside the Academy,
20:37
the New York Times, and one that's sort of in the middle, the Journal of Conflict Resolution. Take a quick look
20:43
at them.
21:29
All
21:42
right. Now, let's say somebody asks you the question, "How are these texts different?" And I hope now for the rest
21:49
of your life, you have a little voice in the back of your head that says, "Well, wait a minute. What? Let's talk about readers and function." But let's imagine
21:54
that you're not talking about that and they won't let you talk about that. They're just saying how are these texts
21:59
and texts different? Point to something that's different between them or that
22:05
people would point out as different. First one is very descriptive. Descriptive. All right. How so? Give me
22:12
an example of being descriptive. Yours like looks like terms like
22:19
expected action profile and the conditional probability and the hyper plane. So he explains that kind of
22:25
equation. Well, um, it's descriptive, but take contrast
22:32
that. Would you say that three is not descriptive? Or two, to put this in perspective,
22:38
imagine if President Obama named Democrats. Is he not is are they not describing there? Yeah, they're supposed to describe,
22:45
right? It's all right. So, give me some other things that people would say, well, this is obviously different between these. The readers are different.
22:51
The readers are different for sure. And we're going to talk about that. Actually, the readers are in many ways quite similar, but we'll talk about
22:56
that. But I want to imagine what somebody who's just trying to describe the text would say.
23:01
The frame of reference the second is something that anyone could relate to. Okay. So, we say something. Well, I'm
23:08
I've obviously scared you by saying want say, "Oh my god, the first one has equations in it." You know, oh my god,
23:15
that's obviously different. The first one has equations. The other ones don't use equations. Right? Just to be
23:20
textually simple. All right. Notice some other things textual about this that are
23:26
purely we don't talk about things like describing textual. The sentences in the second one are shorter.
23:32
The sentences are literally shorter. Just look look at the first paragraph of number two. See how many sentences there
23:38
are there. One, two, three, four. Has four sentences in it. How about the same
23:45
length in number one? How many sentences number one have? Two. How many sentences does number
23:51
three have? Three. All right. So, here's what here's
23:58
what somebody's going to tell you when you go out to work in a place that's not the academy. They're going to say, "Oh my god, use short sentences."
24:06
They will say that to you. Use short sentences. And they will point to this and say, "Look, these are shorter
24:12
sentences." They won't ask the question, why are they shorter sentences? What is it about
24:19
the readers that makes it shorter sentences? What do you think it is about the readers of the New York Times that makes it a good idea to use shorter
24:24
sentences there? It is a good idea to use shorter sentences in general in a New York Times
24:30
oped piece. Why? What do you suppose is true about the
24:35
readers of the New York Times oped piece? That makes sentence shorter sentences
24:42
probably a good idea. They don't have so much time to read.
24:49
What's the value to a reader of a New York Times op-ed piece? What makes it valuable to them
24:56
to get as much information in the shortest amount of time? Possibly, but that's probably not why
25:04
most people read New York Times op-ed pieces. People say that they say, "Oh, yes, I
25:10
it's like, you know, I read it I read it for the article. I read it for information." probably not circumstances when they read for example
25:17
in the train that it's easier to make sure the one thing is they they're probably they may not be sitting at their desk reading
25:23
it they're reading it on a train someplace in moving walking or something. So a shorter a longer
25:30
sentence is going to demand their attention for milliseconds longer that's actually kind of awkward and that kind
25:36
of but the other thing is why they're re what value do they get out of it oped is an opinion based piece a lot of
25:43
times people don't really know how to interpret um like what's going on in the Ukraine. So, they want to think about it
25:50
from different perspectives. So, and it's an interesting point, Ryan. What's the difference between reading an op-ed piece and reading a news hard news
25:58
piece? I mean, I would just go back to saying that one is purely uh supposed to
26:04
inform, whereas the other is supposed to present and what? Present and what?
26:11
Entertain. And if you think that's not the case, talk to the editors of the New York Times.
26:20
Why do people watch why do people watch television or listen
26:25
to radio that have people we we bemoan it all the time? Oh, why do people
26:31
listen to these demagoguic uh journalists who are just spouting their opinions? Why are they listening
26:38
to Rush Limbo and Rachel Maddo? Why don't they just get objective journalism? Well, why don't they
26:47
watch because it's more fun.
26:55
Come on. I have lots of colleagues who come to me, Roger's not one of them, trying to
27:00
get stuff published in the New York Times. And the first thing I say to them is the New York Times, I'm not going to publish this because nobody's going to
27:06
read it. And they say, but people are interested in this. Everybody's interested in the Ukraine right now.
27:11
Everybody's interested in this, but this is boring. And then what do you suppose they do?
27:17
They look at me and they say, "Well, I can't be responsible for the fact that people aren't rigorous in their
27:23
thinking." But but why why the short sentence entertaining more people?
27:29
Why do you think? Um because people are able to judge if
27:35
that contents are boring or not. Yeah. See, this is the mistake you're making because what I do for a living is
27:43
not think about the relationship between the writer and the world or the text and
27:49
the world. My job is to think about how readers read.
27:55
You're thinking about content. I'm thinking about closer to somebody
28:01
standing in a subway and the process that's actually going on in their cognitive processing to to do this. And
28:09
you know what happens when we read? We're using all kinds of cognitive processing to use this text to think
28:15
about the world. And what happens when you interfere with the cognitive process? When the text makes it hard to
28:22
do the process. What happens to readers when there's
28:28
something about the text that makes it interfering with the reading process?
28:35
What we suppose readers do? I can tell you what they do. The first thing is they slow down. The second thing is they
28:40
don't understand. The third thing is they get annoyed. And the fourth thing is they stop.
28:46
And I got all kinds of people in your position who say, "Well, that's not my responsibility. Isn't it their job to read?"
28:52
when they're teachers. You've been writing,
28:58
you've been writing ineffectively and your readers haven't put it down.
29:04
Why not? Because you were paying them to read it. When that stops happening, now your job
29:11
is to make sure that process is valuable for the reader all the time.
29:20
And you've never had to do that before. You've never had to make the reading process feel valuable for the readers as
29:29
they go. Now, in the first one, Roger Meerson can write a big long sentence which doesn't
29:36
feel valuable to the readers until they get to the end of the sentence. He writes a lot of sentences where the
29:42
value to the reader appears at the end of the sentence and he can take him three or four lines to get there. And
29:48
when he's writing in the Journal of Economic Theory, he can do that because his readers will get to the end of that
29:54
sentence. But when you're writing in the New York Times, you can't. They won't get there.
30:01
They won't get there. Does it mean you have to write short sentences in the New York Times? No. You can write very very
30:09
long sentences in the New York Times and be very successful, but you have to know how to make then parts of sentences feel
30:16
valuable to readers before they get to the end. You can't have the value sitting just at the end because they
30:23
won't get there. But doesn't that mean that you should always write short sentences? No. Sure.
30:29
No. Why not? It's a great question. It's a great question. There's several reasons for it.
30:35
[Music] One of them is
Stress position
30:43
that in English and it's true of lots of other languages too,
30:48
the end of a sentence has what we call a stress position. That is
30:55
ending of sentences have extra stress compared to the rest of the sentence.
31:00
Quite surprising to people who've been told the beginning of the sentence is where readers pay the most attention. It's not true. It's actually they pay
31:06
attention at the end of the sentence. All right. Well, this would say, well, then I should use lots of short
31:11
sentences. But think about it.
31:21
Let's say one version of it has six of these. Another version
31:27
has three.
31:33
Can you feel a difference? This one is saying to readers, "Hey readers, there's six really important things I want you
31:39
to notice in this passage." This one says, "Hey readers, there's three." Well, imagine if this goes on for
31:45
several pages. Pretty soon you say, "This is important. This is important. This is important. This is important.
31:50
This is important. This is important." And pretty soon nothing is important. What you know how to do when you command
31:57
longer English sentences is you know how to have smaller moments
32:04
of importance. Forgive me for for quoting a very long sentence but this is a famous sentence and it's it was given
32:11
in a speech but it shows what I mean here. Uh it's a last sentence of of Lincoln's second inaugural. with malice
32:17
toward none, with charity for all, with firmness in the right, as God gives us
32:24
to see the right. Let us strive on to finish the work we are in. To bind up
32:30
the nation's wounds, to care for him who shall have borne the battle and for his
32:36
widow and orphan, to do all which shall achieve and cherish a just and lasting
32:43
peace among ourselves and with all nations.
32:49
Well, the end of that whole thing is peace among ourselves and with all nation. and he wants that to get the
32:56
most stress. But along the way, he's manipulated the sentence so that other
33:01
things have lesser sense, lesser stress building to that.
33:06
So, sorry that wasn't actually on the agenda. It's a great question. The point I'm trying to make is not that there's
33:14
all kinds of cool language techniques that you don't know and can learn. Wow, that's really not it. My point is, you
33:21
already know everything you need to know about English language technique, but you haven't been trained in how to think
33:28
about how to use that technique to create value. You know what you've been trained in?
33:34
You've been trained in how to use language to reveal what's in your mind
33:40
or how your what your abilities are. You've been trained to use language to
33:45
demonstrate to your teachers, here's what I know and here's what I can do.
33:51
And those are the habits you have. You know the techniques, I promise you.
33:56
It's a question of redeploying them to doing a different function to live in a
34:02
different language game afterwards.
34:07
Notice some other things about the text differences.
Text differences
34:13
Notice that not only in the second one, um the sentences are shorter. They don't
34:20
need to be shorter, but it's smart to make them shorter because you have to have higher language skills to make longer sentences valuable. Notice in the
34:26
second paragraph, the writers are doing something that some of you may have been told is again
34:32
is against the rule. You notice they start a sentence with because in the second paragraph, you ever been
34:39
told you shouldn't start a sentence with because? You notice in this in second line up at the bottom, they start a sentence with and. You ever been told
34:46
you shouldn't start sentence with and? How would you account for the fact that they do it? They start a sentence with
34:51
because, they start a sentence with and if you've been told, "Oh, you shouldn't do that. There's a rule against that."
34:58
And you just saw some very respectable people doing it.
35:04
Why don't people usually account for that? I see it because at the beginning of the
35:09
sentence, I know I'm gonna learn something. Oh, no. No. I It's a very good thing. It's a very good thing to do it. I'm
35:16
saying you've all been told that you shouldn't do this. Imagine you went back to the teacher who said, "You told me I
35:22
shouldn't do it, but look." What would that teacher say? Do you think
35:28
when the New York Times crazy the teacher says one of two things? One
35:33
is, "Oh, that's the New York Times. They don't follow the rules there." or
35:40
they do this thing like when you're important enough and powerful enough then you get to do it. I tell you both
35:46
of this is this is one of the things I'm getting at. You've been taught a whole lot of rules
35:54
about texts that are nonsense. There is no such rule that you should start a
36:00
sentence with because or you shouldn't start a sentence with and. There is no such rule that you shouldn't split
36:05
infinitives. There is no such rule that you shouldn't use passive verbs. go down the line almost no matter what you've
36:11
been told about writing is wrong as if they say a rule the big exception is
36:17
spelling keep spelling you know other than that
36:24
these are crazy people say I'm not I mean I'm being
36:30
hyperbolic but my mentor the guy who started the writing program at the University of Chicago in 1979 wrote a
36:36
wonderful article um for the journal of English teachers, college English
36:42
teachers. And he said, "All these rules your people are teaching, stop teaching them because they're not rules." They
36:49
said real grow when actual readers read text and think about the world, none of these rules make any difference. It's a
36:56
brilliant article, 15 page long. And in the last paragraph, he says, "Okay, did you get the joke?
37:03
this article has more than 100 errors in it. More than 100.
37:11
And he says to his readers, "How many did you notice while you were reading
37:16
errors?" And the answer was, "I didn't notice any of them because they're not errors." They didn't notice them because
37:24
they were actually reading a text to think about the world. But once they read that paragraph, what do you suppose they all did?
37:30
They got their red pens out. They went back to the beginning and said, "Oh, there's one. There's one. There's one. There's one." And one great sentence,
37:36
one sentence has seven errors in it. He and I I helped him with this. We had so much fun, you know, writing these
37:42
sentences. It has seven errors in it, including the fact that this the verb is the subject singular and the verb is
37:47
plural. Like a basic rule, right? Nobody noticed. There's no such rule.
37:53
For me, language is not rule following. It's controlling the reading process.
37:59
It's understanding how readers read when I was saying to you and there's lots of
38:05
times when a singular subject and a plural verb works better for readers.
38:10
All of these rules don't make sense to me because they're
38:15
not rules. They're techniques. Language is a technique for controlling a reader's reading process.
38:22
And if you're sitting there looking at your text, not thinking about readers, but thinking about rules, you're probably writing badly because you just
38:30
kind of got it wrong. I think what languages is for.
38:36
So if we looked at this stuff, the reason I gave you these passages is to say here's what people normally
38:43
say about shifting from the academy to not in the academy. They say you have to
38:49
do things like stop using equations. That's the jargon thing. They say stop using jargon. They say make your
38:55
sentences shorter. They say all kinds of things that have to do with textual
39:01
characteristics. I'm here to say none of that's actually
39:06
what's at stake. What's at stake and what is in fact the same about these
39:12
three texts is that they all create value for their readers.
39:18
Roger Myerson in all three of these instances is creating value for the
39:24
reading process. He's making it valuable for people to read it.
39:30
How? There's lots of techniques. I want to talk about one that goes to the next page.
39:48
Look at the beginnings. Now, this is the openings of these articles. Tell me what these have to common. I'm sorry, it's
39:55
page three on the U number enumeration. One, this paper develops some
40:02
fundamental mathematical tools for analyzing games with a very large number of players, such as the games played by
40:08
voters in a large election. Now, go to two. However, the current crisis over
40:13
Crimea finally ends, Ukraine will still be left with a crisis of its own politics.
40:19
Three, management consultants have many theories of leaderships. I'm going to go to the second sentence here. Leaders are
40:25
often glorified as visionary strategic planners who set the course with bold, insightful decisions. But Zenapon gives
40:31
us a different view. What do these things have in common?
40:37
There's a lot of differences between them. Can you see anything that they have in common?
40:45
Actually, I'll tell you what they have in common. You tell me how they're doing it. Each one of them is making the
40:50
reading valuable for the reader. How
40:59
sets up what the rest of the paper's going to be about. So, you know, whether it's valable. No, but thank God you said that.
41:08
No, I mean this is so this is so this is so important.
41:14
I know you said that but it's crucial.
41:34
You ever heard something? You said it tells what the paper will be about. Sorry about my handwriting. That's what you said. You ever hear advice like tell
41:42
them what you're going to tell them. Tell them tell them what you told them. This is not a source of value.
41:49
Why not imagine this? Can you imagine in a first
41:56
sentence telling you I'm going to this paper is going to be about X and for you to decide I don't care about X.
42:06
I don't care. It's of no value to me to care about to know anything about X.
42:15
Then what are you going to do?
42:23
People look at me like, "Oh my god." And they the first thought is, "You want me
42:29
to lie? You want me to cheat? you want me to use rhetoric or something to to
42:38
sell this stuff and they look at me like that's all wrong. That's all morally
42:46
wrong. It's kind of slimy. People say, "Shouldn't that be what writing is
42:53
about?" They say, "Isn't that what writing is?
43:00
Isn't writing to be about something?
43:07
Yes. No. Is that what you do in your papers? When you write a paper, do you describe
43:16
something? Is that what you do in a paper?
43:23
Is that what professional academics do?
43:29
Is that what professional academic papers do? Do they describe things? Is that their
43:36
function? No. You'll hear at least the next thing is they make arguments.
43:42
Well, they argue. So there'll be a difference which is
43:52
what the paper will argue.
43:58
Can you feel that those might be different? One says, "Here's what my paper will be about." Another says, "Here's what my
44:05
paper will argue." My paper will argue that, for example, my paper my paper will
44:12
argue that uh cultural constructions are dynamic
44:17
as opposed to saying this paper is about cultural constructions.
44:22
Those are different. phone. Pardon me. The second one sounds to me.
44:28
Okay. But is that what academics do? Do they persuade? Do they make
44:35
arguments? Professional academics in their published work.
44:40
Is that what they do? What do they do? What do 98% of academic
44:47
papers do? Have a question. Say again.
44:52
Have a question. That's better.
45:11
Can you see how different that is? The opening tells us what question the
45:17
paper will answer. Can you see a difference between these three?
45:24
Can you feel a difference between these three? What's the difference?
45:34
What's the difference? In some sense, this whole everything I do, my entire career is summed up,
45:40
that's why I would forgive me for jumping on this one thing, but everything I teach is summed up in these three.
45:47
Everything. The latter assumes there's a problem. So, we'll put numbers on them just so we
45:53
can talk about it. Make sure we're clear enough.
46:02
What's the difference? That's one way to put it. In your own words, describe the difference between these three.
46:12
One allows the reader to think. All right. I would say this way.
46:17
This one for sure makes room for the reader.
46:23
You know what would be even better than this one? What if this says it tells Whoops, I should say tell us tells you
46:32
what question you have
46:37
that the paper will answer. Now, do you see a difference? What about
46:44
this one? tells us what the paper will be about. There's no place for a reader there. The
46:51
reader has no role. The only pe person with a role here is
46:57
the writer. The writer is going to talk about the world.
47:04
The writer will talk about the world. Writing about the world
47:11
tells what the paper is about. See that there is no space for a
47:18
function for the reader here except one function which is the teacher's function which is show me what you know about
47:24
this thing. Show me how much you know about it and if you pay me I'll read it and I'll give
47:31
you my judgment about what you know. But there's no other value embedded in that
47:37
language. So, how is Roger Meerson shifting more
47:43
toward this? Roger doesn't just do this. Look at the
47:49
very first one. What does he say at the beginning that's not just here's what this is about?
47:58
Point me to a word in the first sentence that says this is not just about.
48:05
This is actually valuable.
48:14
How about that one? Tools. Tools. What's the difference between the word
48:20
tools and the word ideas? He says tools.
48:25
You can use tools. Tools implies purpose, use, and value.
48:31
Ideas does not. The word tools right there is extremely
48:38
important in conveying to a readers this has a function for you. You're going to
48:44
be able to use this. When was the last time you used the word tool in any of your writing? You would
48:51
have said ideas, concepts.
48:57
Roger Myerson's a very good writer. How about methods? methods. Not quite as
49:04
good as tools, but what's really good about this one isn't the first sentence. It's the next
49:11
one. In such games, it is unrealistic to
49:17
assume that every player knows all the other players in the game. Instead, a more realistic model should admit some
49:23
uncertainty about the number of players in the game. What's that sentence doing there?
49:30
Is it describing? You could say it's describing, but what is it describing?
49:37
Do they go from unrealistic to realistic? What's it describing? This is a trick question. What is it describing?
49:45
He says it is unrealistic to assume that every
49:51
players know all the other players in the game.
49:56
People that do that. Pardon me. There people that do that. There are people who do that. There are people who
50:02
assume exactly that. Who are these people?
50:09
Other evidence. His readers. You know what academic papers mostly do?
50:17
They look their readers in the eye and say, "I know what you think and you're wrong."
50:25
You know what Roger's just done in this sentence? He said, "Hey readers of the Journal of Economic Theory, I know what
50:32
you think and it's unrealistic," which is polite term for what?
50:39
You're wrong. Worse, you're generating bad ideas and models
50:47
because you're wrong in what you're assuming. You shouldn't assume it anymore. Stop assuming it. This is not,
50:55
as it were, about the world. This is about his readers. He's describing his readers. He's saying to them, "Hey
51:01
readers, this question you actually don't have, but you ought
51:06
to have." Can you see how that creates the value for his work? And it's, forgive me, but
51:13
it's not just a matter of interesting. Some people say, "Well, it's just it's more interesting if you're
51:18
confrontational." It's not just interesting. Believe me, there's a lot of people who don't like confrontation and they don't want to argue. But when
51:25
an academic's professional job is to be right about this stuff and somebody looks him in the eye and says, "Hey,
51:31
it's your job to be right about this." And you say, "Yeah, it is." And you're wrong. You have to listen.
51:39
It's like going to medical doctors and the med saying to medical doctors, "Hey, medical doctors, you're treating this disease with this drug, right?" Doctor
51:46
says, "Yes, stop. You're killing people. You got to pay attention to that
51:52
value. He's creating value. That's what he's doing for specific readers, right?
52:00
This notion, oh my god, people get told, okay, when you go outside the academy, you should write as though you're
52:05
writing to sixth graders. Oh my god. Don't.
52:10
You know who you have to write to? Your readers. And you know what? You have to know about them? what they value.
52:20
Do not write to sixth graders. Your job is not to reveal your head.
52:27
Your job is to change their heads. You need to know what they think and you
52:33
crucially need to know what they value.
52:38
So, we'll come back to the New York Times one. Go down to the third one.
52:44
Management consultants have many theories of leadership. Leaders are often glorified as strategic visionary
52:49
strategic planners who set the course with bold insightful decisions. But Zenapon gives us a different view. What's Roger doing there?
53:02
What's he doing there? What's the function of this opening? Do you think
53:10
speaking to readers who are management consultants? Maybe. Yeah. And what's he doing with these
53:15
people who are management consultants? Telling them that their theory is wrong. Right? He's looking them in the eye and
53:20
saying,"I know what you think. You think leaders are glorified as visionary strategic planners." And then what is
53:26
the significance of saying Zenapon gives a different view? It's a polite way of saying what
53:31
that I have a better idea. You're wrong. It's a polite way of saying you're
53:36
wrong. It's just a jargon. It's it's a code for you're wrong.
53:43
And why is he why does he open with talking about what management consultants think?
53:48
Why would he talk about them? Because they're the people who read the
53:53
journal of conflict resolution. See what I mean? This isn't determined by the world at all. This is determined
53:59
by his readers. This is being driven by his sense of his readers and how to create value for
54:07
them. Now, I should be clear. Outside the
54:12
academy, it's less common to say to your readers, "I know what you're thinking, and you're
54:18
wrong." Inside the academy, 95% of most academic writing does that. It says to
54:24
That's an exaggeration. 85% of academic writing does that. You say to your readers, I know what you're thinking,
54:29
you're wrong. You have, we have very polite ways of saying it. We have all this kind of coding language for it. But
54:35
that's what we mostly do outside the academy. It turns out problems value is
54:41
much more diff much more diverse. Sometimes you say to your readers, I know what you think and you're wrong. Sometimes you say to your readers, I
54:47
know what's valuable to you and I can do that. I know what you need and this text
54:55
can provide that. But you open with what they need, not here's what the text is
55:01
going to be about. Because if you open with here's what the text is going to be about, you run the risk of them saying I
55:06
don't care about that. because they may not see the value of that.
55:12
Professor, I'm reading the second paragraph. Yeah. And I'm trying to find the sentence,
55:17
right? Which says you are wrong, right? And I So what's the val how is he creating value in this one?
55:29
However, the current crisis over Crimea finally ends. Ukraine will be still left with a crisis of its own politics.
55:36
a crisis that Russia sees as a pretext to annex Crimea and would invite further intervention in Ukraine unless it is
55:42
immediately addressed. It means there's another crisis that we
55:49
have to think about even though we're thinking about a different Why does this create value? It's there's
55:54
a little bit by the way there is a little bit of it. I know what you think and you're wrong. Um
55:59
the the hint of that is here. The origin of the current emergency in fact lie in the failure of Ukraine's political
56:05
instit in institutions to accomplish two fundamental tasks. But that's that's really it's only faint and not
56:10
important. What's creating value for people? Why would people continue to read this? What would be the value in it
56:16
to them? Imagine if I wrote it this way. However,
56:23
this current situation in Crimea resolves,
56:29
Ukraine will still be left with a situation of its own,
56:34
a situation that involves Russia in its relationship to Crimea and would have
56:41
further implications for the Ukraine. 90% of the readers of it would put it
56:48
down. Why?
56:55
There's no sense of urgency in that. And why do words like crisis, crisis,
57:01
seized, Russia seizing, Russia seizes, right? Why does it create a sense of
57:08
urgency in our reading of it?
57:14
Are kind of active. Pardon me. Those words are kind of active. Yeah. But they're not just that. You're right.
57:20
You're absolutely right about that. We value
57:26
reading about bad stuff.
57:34
You laugh. You think you don't
57:40
look at the newspaper tomorrow. What's the headline going to be? Is it
57:45
going to be something good happened?
57:52
How about this headline in the newspaper? Yesterday, nothing changed.
58:01
How about this? Go to a movie the next time. You imagine walking into a movie
58:08
and imagine sitting down in a movie theater and having the first five minutes of the movie say, "See these
58:14
people? They're very content. They're fine. And for the next hour and
58:22
a half, they're going to stay fine. And we're going to show you the details
58:28
of their contentedness. You going to watch that movie?
58:34
You going to watch it?" No. Why not?
58:40
Is it not true? Do you not want to understand people?
58:48
How come people don't want to watch it? How come you don't want to watch it?
58:58
It's not entertaining. You want people to read your oped pieces in the New York Times. better entertain
59:04
them. That's the case. That's just the case.
59:10
Turns out there's lots of different ways to entertain people, but the most obvious one is to say, "Oh my god. Oh my
59:15
god. Oh my god. Something's wrong. Oh my god." That's what draws our attention. That's
59:21
what we value when we read. Now, is that a bad thing?
59:29
I don't know. Maybe. Maybe it is. But it's the truth. People
59:35
when they're looking for entertainment are drawn to conflict, tension, trouble,
59:42
and we find it entertaining. Roger Meerson understands that
59:50
he doesn't begin this by saying this will be an op-ed piece about the Ukraine and will contain suggestions for future
59:56
policy in Ukraine. Because if he wrote that sentence, nobody would read the second sentence. Not nobody but very few
1:00:02
people in his audience would read the second sentence. So such a breaking news like airplane
1:00:08
clash like so in your sense I mean in your uh lecture would it be valuable in
1:00:15
terms of in the context of New York Times breaking news airplane crash. Have you ever heard breaking news airplane landed
1:00:21
safely? Right. We are drawn the New York Times is a
1:00:27
mass media. It has to have lots and lots of people looking at it. But the crucial point I'm trying to make is that the one
1:00:34
of the crucial values we get from the New York Times is actually entertainment or at least distraction.
1:00:43
So we want to be distracted. We pick up the New York Times. We want to be distracted. Do we want to get information?
1:00:50
Well, the people who read the New York Times want to feel better than the people who read USA Today. They want to
1:00:57
feel better about themselves. This is true. Right now, are they better? I leave that to you to judge. But I
1:01:03
promise you, they want to feel better about it. This sounds to people like I'm being
1:01:10
corrosively cynical. And I have to say, I don't think so.
1:01:16
I deal with language as a relationship among people. You guys have been taught to deal with language as a way of
1:01:22
revealing what you think. And I think you're just
1:01:28
wrong. Language is social. It's actually a relationship between you and other
1:01:34
people. So for me, when I'm going to talk about language, I need to talk about the other people, not just about
1:01:39
you because there's other people to me always in the equation.
1:01:45
So the first thing I want to talk about today and we're basically done now is
1:01:51
one of the things when you're writing either inside the academy or outside the academy, you need to look at the
1:01:56
patterns of your writing where what you're doing is just demonstrating, demonstrating, demonstrating. Say, I know this. I know this. I know this. I
1:02:03
know this. Here's how I know it. Here's my method of thinking. Here's this. Just turn that off and be thinking from the
1:02:10
first sentence of the reader's value. What's making it valuable for them? Why
1:02:15
are they reading it? They're not getting paid to read it. Therefore, from the first sentence, you've got to be
1:02:21
describing not what you think, but what they think, how they engage this. And
1:02:29
you've not been taught you've been taught to do the opposite of that. Now, here's a here's a small technique for
1:02:35
doing that that I promised I'd not just be at the at the realm of the ethereal,
1:02:41
but would be specific. Turn all the way up to page [Applause]
1:02:46
um I'm going to skip a bunch of pages. Turn up to page um
1:02:54
well let's pause at page eight and then I'm going to move on to something else.
1:03:04
Here's a classic mistake one a by a this happens to be a lawyer but a lawyer is a
1:03:10
you know well-trained academic um who's trying to write to a client. We
1:03:15
won't go through the whole thing but this is the opening sentence. The following discussion outlines obligations concerning payments of
1:03:20
overtime to the federal fair labor standards act in the applicable relations. Forgive me for once again for
1:03:25
coming back to the tell the what the paper's about but that's what the writer thought he was doing. It happened to be
1:03:30
a he. He said I'm telling the client what this is about. This is about obligations concerning payments of
1:03:36
overtime under federal Fair Labor Standards Act. Now, the comparison might be unfair, but look at the first
1:03:41
sentence of the second one, 1B. Dear client, you've asked whether the new federal wage and hours laws will affect
1:03:47
your obligation to pay overtime and provide compensatory time to your employees. Can you see the difference?
1:03:54
It's shocking, right? It's just shocking.
1:04:00
Now, sometimes people who write 1A say, "But doesn't the client know that they wrote they asked that question?" Well,
1:04:07
what do you think about that? The lawyer who writes 1 A says to me,
1:04:14
"But the client knows what question they asked." They might have forgotten. Well, they might have forgotten. And and
1:04:19
that makes in sense in this sense. I mean, client sitting at the desk reading text after text after text after text,
1:04:25
picks this one up and doesn't remember necessarily what this one was about. But there's a way bigger issue here. Do you
1:04:32
know how many texts clients have read from lawyers that were useless?
1:04:38
Utterly, completely useless. And the client paid for the privilege of reading it.
1:04:45
And it was useless for them. So, here's another message I have for you. Your readers do not trust you.
1:04:53
They don't trust you. They think you're going to waste their time. They think you're going to create stuff that's not
1:04:59
valuable for them. They do not trust you. And you've spent 20 years with
1:05:05
readers who trusted you. You spent 20 years writing to readers who are going
1:05:10
to read everything you wrote. And you've gotten used to the idea that you're whatever you write, your reader just
1:05:16
going to read. I can't tell you how wrong that is. And I even philosophically I think it's a gigantic
1:05:22
mistake. Language is a relationship between people. and you think about them. I would argue
1:05:28
from the beginning 1B signals to the reader that from the beginning I have
1:05:34
you in mind and this is about what's going to be valuable for you.
1:05:40
So let me give you a more subtle example of that. If you turn to page turn to
1:05:45
page nine for a moment.
1:05:52
Top of page nine let's just we'll just use the first two sentences. The dog chased the cat and the cat was chased by the dog. And I apologize to anybody
1:05:58
who's heard me talk about this. I use these sentences a lot. Which of those sentences is more clear and concise? The
1:06:05
dog chased the cat or the cat was chased by the dog.
1:06:11
One. No. It depends. And this is I'm going back to where I opened with. When you try to
1:06:18
make a decision about any piece of writing, your first question should be what? Who the writer cares about? who's
1:06:24
reading it. Most of you would think the first sentence is more concise because you've
1:06:31
been taught formal rules. Two two rules would you would come into play, right? You'd say, "What about
1:06:38
sentence one versus sentence two? It's shorter." And some of you have been taught you should use active verbs and not passive verbs. Daylight nonsense.
1:06:46
Clear nonsense. It is absurd to say that one is more clear or more concise than
1:06:52
two. What about the readers? Does it depends on readers? And what about the readers? Does it depend on?
1:07:00
Say again. If they care about the cat or the dog. If they care about the cat or if they care about the dog.
1:07:07
Why would that make any difference? Both. You're right. She's absolutely right. But other people would say, "What difference does that make? One sentence
1:07:12
is still shorter. It makes it more concise." They're wrong. Why?
1:07:20
Because the way English works, the subject of the sentence is what we call the focus of the sentence. It's what the
1:07:25
sentence is about. The first sentence is about what? The dog. The second sentence is about what?
1:07:32
The cat. What if the reader wants to think about the cat?
1:07:38
And they read the first sentence, the dog chased the cat. Why is that not concise for them?
1:07:45
They want to think about the cat. I'm thinking about the cat. The cat. The cat. The cat. That's what I care about. That's what I value. I want to think about the cat. And I read a sentence
1:07:52
about a dog. What do I have to do cognitively?
1:07:58
How do you flip the cat? I have to flip it. I have to process it twice. First, I process it as a sentence
1:08:04
about a dog. And I don't care about the dog. So, I have to process a sentence again, making it into a sentence that's
1:08:10
something I care about. It takes me longer to read it and understand it. And to us, that's what concision is.
1:08:17
Concision isn't the number of words on the page. It's how long it takes readers to process what's on the page. See what
1:08:24
I mean? You got to put readers in the equation all the time. But didn't you also say the stress of a
1:08:30
sentence happens at the end? Ah, this is great. So, here's how English works.
1:08:40
It has this is an over vast oversimplification, but it works like this.
1:08:46
There's a focus of the sentence and then there's a stress position in the sentence. The focus is invisible to us
1:08:52
but hugely important. It tells us what the sentence is about. Then we process
1:08:57
everything else in the sentence in terms of that focus. So in the first one, the dog chased the cat. We take all the
1:09:03
chasing in the cat and we refer it back to the dog. And then we think, I don't care about the dog. So we have to process it into being focused on the
1:09:09
cat. But this focus position once we get it, we actually then don't attend to it.
1:09:16
It's not visible to us. What's more visible to us is what comes in the end of the sentence, which is what we call
1:09:22
in a stress position. So your point's really beautifully taken. It turns out these two parts of a sentence have very
1:09:27
different functions for readers. Your job is, of course, to control both parts
1:09:32
for readers. And um if you're curious about how this works, um well, let me
1:09:38
give you an example real quick of how to do it. Turn now to page um
1:09:46
turn up to page uh 11.
1:09:55
I'm going to read this out loud. I'd like you to just underline the subjects of the sentences because in English,
1:10:02
four times out of five, there's plenty of exceptions, but four times out of five, the focus is just the subject of
1:10:07
the sentence. The subject is just what the sentence is about. So, for example, in recent years,
1:10:13
several attempts have been made to discover an overall structural pattern in the book of Amos. What's the subject of that sentence? Anybody? Several
1:10:21
attempts. Underline several attempts. Everybody on the same page with me, right? underline several attempts that's
1:10:26
the subject certainly inspired by the burgeoning interest in literary approaches to the
1:10:32
Bible these studies have divided Amos into relatively small number of extended sections underline these studies that's
1:10:38
the subject of that sentence a comparison of these studies however soon reveals considerable diversity
1:10:44
among them comparison of the studies is the subject underlined that thus to look no further than the authors mentioned in
1:10:50
footnote one the following divergent analyses of chapter 3 to six have been proposed underline in the following
1:10:55
divergent analyses. Only one more paragraph. The only points these scholars are all agreed on are
1:11:02
that 51 begins a new section, although I shall argue below that it does not. And 614 closes a section which has long been
1:11:08
recognized. So we have the only points these scholars are all agreed on. All that is the subject of the sentence are.
1:11:16
Two things to note. First, can you see how the writer is constructing a problem? Can you see how he's looking at
1:11:21
his reader's eyes and saying you're wrong? Do you see the language where he's doing that? Several attempts have been made to
1:11:28
discover an overall structure, certainly inspired by interest in literary approaches, each of which in
1:11:34
parenthesis, it is claimed. Can you see the force of that? It is claimed. What does that mean? That means it's wrong.
1:11:41
And then he says, "A comparison of these studies, however, soon reveals considerable diversity among them." What
1:11:47
he's doing is he's looking into his reader's eyes and saying, "I know what you think about the book of Amos, and
1:11:52
you're wrong." But now, turn to the next page.
1:12:00
Now, I'd like you to underline the subjects as I go through here. Does the book of Amos have an overall
1:12:06
structural pattern? How should such a pattern be characterized? How does its presence or absence shape the text? So
1:12:13
the subjects were the book of Amos, such a pattern, its presence or absence.
1:12:21
Recently the book of Amos has been considered to be divided into blah blah blah blah. The subject was the book of
1:12:26
Amos. Keep underlining. The sections in their inter relations then reveal an essential structure.
1:12:32
Underline the sections in their inter relations. However, the nature or even the
1:12:37
existence of an overall pattern is not clear. The subject is the nature or even the existence of an overall pattern. All
1:12:43
that's a subject. Next sentence. The book has been divided according to quite different schemes. The book is the
1:12:48
subject. We're going to do one more one C. Same thing. I want you to go through
1:12:54
and underline the subjects. Does the book of Amos have an overall structural pattern? Subject was book of
1:13:00
Amos. How should we characterize such a pattern? Subject was we. How is our
1:13:07
interpretation of the text shaped by such a pattern? Subject was our interpretation of the text. In the past
1:13:15
decades, our readings of sculptural scriptural texts have come to be increasingly influenced by literary approach of the Bible. Subject was our
1:13:22
readings of scriptural texts. In the case of the book of Amos, we've been made aware that the text is divided. Subject was
1:13:29
we. Last sentence, we have come to see a unity and connectedness in the book that was previously neglected. Subject was
1:13:37
we. Next one. But is what we see really there? Subject was we. So we got three
1:13:44
different versions of this paragraph, this opening. Which one's best?
1:13:52
No. God. Which one's best? No.
1:14:02
I apparently have failed in my gold today. I said from now on when anybody asks you
1:14:09
about a text you should say what who's reading it and what its function.
1:14:17
You were trying to answer the question without knowing who the readers were.
1:14:25
Some readers would prefer one. Some readers would prefer two, some readers would prefer three.
1:14:32
Depends on what they want to focus on in their thinking. The first one is focused
1:14:37
on what? What's the first one focused on?
1:14:42
Look at those subjects. What are those subjects referring to? Studies of the
1:14:48
book of Amos. Number two, what's that focused on? The book of Amos. What's three focused
1:14:55
on? readers of the book of Amos. See the difference?
1:15:01
Sometimes people pay me stupid amounts of money to fly to often wonderful
1:15:08
cities, walk in and sit down with them and make them take their pen out and underline
1:15:14
the subjects of their sentences because they're saying to me, "My readers don't find this valuable or I
1:15:19
can't get this published or I can't get promoted or I can't get whatever." and we sit down and we take out a pencil and we underline the subject of their
1:15:25
sentences and I can say do your readers care about this and they say no
1:15:32
say okay we can fix this we're going to figure out what your readers care about
1:15:39
what they want to focus on and we're going to put that in the subject position
1:15:45
why do smart people not know this you are all very smart people I'll end again
1:15:51
because you've been trained to think that your writing is about showing what you think and what you care about
1:15:59
because in school that's what its function was. And the hardest transition I know of is to stop your habits of
1:16:07
thinking of writing as revealing yourself. That's not going to happen anymore.
1:16:13
Okay. I'm sorry I've held you late. Um, good luck guys. At the end of this handout, you'll see some exercises that
1:16:19
I encourage you to do in terms of rewriting some sentences, but also um
1:16:24
one of the joys of being director of the writing program at the University of Chicago is that anybody on this campus can send me an email, make an
1:16:30
appointment, we sit down and look at their work. So, if any of this stuff or for any other reason you want to talk
1:16:35
about writing, send me an email. Uh we'll make an appointment and we'll sit down and talk about it.


