going my way?

or, notes on getting in cars with strangers,
or, I thought this was a sociology class not an composition class,
or, straining a metaphor to the point where it is so ridiculous it clouds any insight it may have otherwise provided

Sure, cars are a blight on the world and all humanity, and the less we drive, the better. But the road trip remains a timeless trope deeply ingrained in the American psyche. It embodies the apparent freedom, the transformation, and the resolution we need to give meaning to our otherwise empty and directionless lives, (even as it skates over the structural constraints necessary to make it possible). So what better way to talk about effective writing in a sociology class than to hitch a ride on the road trip metaphor in order to to see the sights and, hopefully, learn something along the way? 
1) Know where you are going. If you don’t know where you are going, you are unlikely to get there very effectively. It is entirely likely that in your first draft, you won’t know where you’re going. That’s okay, because that’s how you end up in new, interesting places. BUT the important thing to do is then to make sure that you can retrace your trip and figure out for yourself how you got from point A to point B and why you took the route you did. Now revise your paper as if you knew that all along. 

2) Tell your passenger where you are going. As much as you feel like you are in complete control behind the wheel, your passenger is a bit worried by the erratic weaving and jackrabbit starts. Nothing is more disorienting than feeling lost along the way and then ending up someplace unexpected (or even worse, somewhere totally expected!). Calm their nerves by making it clear that you know what you are doing and will safely get everyone where they are going. Building off point #1, even if you don’t actually know where you are going (and even if you do), it is very important to put your passengers at ease and keep them updated on the trip as it happens. 

3) Know when you get there. There is such a thing as going too far (or not far enough). Yes, the trip is important, but the destination is the point, right? Why is the destination so important? See point #4.

4) Know why you got there (and explain it). Okay, you reached the end point, but now what? Good question. I hope you figured this out, because now that you have driven us out to this seemingly abandoned location, it would be nice if you tell us what we are supposed to learn now that we’ve arrived. Don’t just point and say, “Behold the majesty of our destination!” That simply won’t do.

5) Don’t meander. Don’t take side trips. We just don’t have the time (or possibly the attention span) to handle it. Even if it is a side trip to some wonderful, exciting place that only you know about, if it isn’t “on the way” to where we are going, then it is just going to serve as a distraction and take your trip off course. Don’t be afraid to cut out the non-essential. What’s non-essential? That’s the hard question.
6) Don’t speed. On the other hand, don’t be in such a hurry to get there that you don’t take the time to fully understand and justify the route that you do take. That is, take some time to smell (and explain and interpret) the roses. The destination loses its significance without a thorough engagement with what happens along the way. Don’t short-circuit your explanation. Your reader is not a mind reader.
7) Don’t be afraid to stop and ask for directions. Having trouble finding your way or clearly articulating your point? Others can help you get back on track. Those class readings are not just there for show (nor is the library!) – they can often be put to good use when making your own argument.

8) Kill the dog. I remember, as a child growing up, riding in the car with my father down the winding roads of our neighborhood. Suddenly, out of nowhere, a dog jumped out in front of our car. With no time to react, my father hit the dog straight on. We got out of the car and looked at the dog splayed helpless on the road, bloodied and broken. I wanted to get the dog some help, but my father knew the dog was not long to this world. As I stood horrorstruck, he got back in the car, started it up, put it in reverse, and proceeded to run back over the dog, killing him. I’ll never forget that day, and I now pass the day’s lesson on to you: if you are going to start something, make sure you are prepared to finish the job. That applies to every step along the way of your trip/paper, from your supporting arguments to your final conclusions. Make sure you take very seriously how you could take your ideas/points as far as they can be taken. It is the only way that you, your reader, or even the dog, will ever learn. RIP.




sick of stupid metaphorical excess? try these simple observations instead…

1. your gentle reader is an impatient soul. they do not want to wait too long to find out your thesis– the conclusion is too late! put it right up in the front. this not only allows (forces?) you to clarify your position early, but also creates a lens to focus your reader’s attentions throughout the bulk of the piece. this may require (gasp!) revising the first draft. if you only “learn” one thing from this, please learn this.
2. once clear about your argument, ensure that you integrate it throughout the paper – otherwise, you get a series of points, which may or may not add up to something greater than the sum of their parts. (this manifests itself frequently as a transition problem.)

3.  “punctuation” goes inside “quotation marks,” unless you are in the UK or using a (semi-)colon. (i leave it as an exercise for the reader to determine whether or not you’re in the UK.) linus reminds you that, “citations are part of the sentence but not of the quote itself; therefore they go inside the final punctuation, but not the quotation marks” (linus, p. 47). also don’t confuse books and movies with “articles” or “chapters.”

4. wordiness? avoid it. more words does not equal better. sometimes this results from overly complex and “academic” style and sentence structures. other times, from over reliance on stock expressions and/or excess words that rarely add much (e.g., “there are people drinking their own urine” or “the people who are drinking their own urine” can both often become “people drink their own urine”).

5. “who doesn’t like rhetorical questions?” “i don’t.” “what?” “i don’t.” “that was a rhetorical question. you weren’t supposed to answer it.” “oh, i see… but why would anyone ask a question they didn’t want an answer to?” good question. rhetorical questions are generally a cheap trick to make a point without having to make it. please, don’t just ask questions; answer them.
6. show and tell without the showing is just telling. just like in math class, please show your work. talk is cheap, after all.

7. there are times where it makes sense to use “societal” instead of “social.” those times, however, are quite few are far between.

8. evidence + conclusion does NOT equal sound argument. all the interpretive work is hiding inside that plus sign – you need to focus on the mechanism that links the evidence to the conclusion you draw. that is, don’t make claims, make arguments. don’t just show a difference exists, explain the difference. 

9. no new arguments in the conclusion, please. if it is important, bring it up earlier. this does not mean no new contexts.
10. references do not need a separate page. neither does the title. but you should have a title.
11. people often mix-up effect/affect and it’s/its. its effect on your grade is marginal, but that doesn’t mean it’s not affecting the good spirits of your reader.

12. blockquotes do not need quotation marks – their blockness takes care of that. (also the punctuation and citations work differently than in normal quotes.)
13. abstractions are great and useful in the right circumstances, but concrete specifics pay the bills. yes, the vaguer you make it the more likely it might be right, but the less likely it will matter.

14. it is useful at times to point out your organizational choices, but on the other hand, it is best not to draw too much attention to them if possible.

15. What if your conclusion is really your introduction?

16. “the fox knows many things, but the hedgehog knows one big thing” – archilochus. don't try to be a fox – be a hedgehog instead. 

