The Writing Assignment Sequence

“Life is all conjunctions, one damned thing after another, cows and wars and chewing gum and mountains; art—the best most important art—is all subordination: guilt because of sin because of pain. … Art builds temporary walls against life’s leveling force; the ruin of what is splendidly unnatural in us, consciousness, the state in which not all atoms are equal. In corpses, entropy has won; the brain and the toenails have equal say.”

                                                    ----John Gardner, On Moral Fiction
We think the goal of writing is to say what is on our mind clearly and persuasively, and to a certain degree that is true. But that presupposes that we all have a very clear and orderly sense of the world that only needs to be communicated. Of course this is not the case. The world is chaotic and muddled, and so is our sense of it. Before writing is used to communicate a clear idea, the process of writing is necessary to help us develop a clear idea. Writing is a tool of inquiry. We use it to bring order to the chaotic swirl of life. As Gardner says of art, so of writing: it is “all subordination.”

In this course we will explore writing as a tool of inquiry. We will do that by reading a lot of different kinds of essays, and writing a few of our own.


But writing doesn’t happen in a vacuum. We can’t just read a bunch of essays and then write essays like them. If we are going to see writing in action, we need to use it to understand something. In theory we could choose any subject to achieve this goal. Any noun will do. And it’s important to note that a subject by itself does not define the complexity of the writing; only the writer can do that. Teddy bears could be our subject, and if we wanted our inquiry to have depth and value, we could spend our semester using writing to tease out that matter from teddy bears---their historical origins and political significance, their place in modern and recent commercial history, their influence on world trade, and so forth. Likewise, any other subject you can imagine at the university could be our subject, and will be your subjects in the semesters to come: political theory, botany, nuclear physics, Italian cinema. People can write stupid about Shakespeare, and sublimely intricate musings on Barbie dolls. So I have chosen a subject that interests me and that I hope is useful to you.


Our subject is the campus.

I would like each of you to pick a specific place on campus that you can get to know better, and use writing as your tool of inquiry. Our textbook, Seeing and Writing, will be a guide as to how and why we might explore ordinary things and ordinary places in a systematic fashion. Our goal will be to produce serious inquiries into campus locales that go beyond tourist information and seek to illuminate their respective natures. I’m asking you to spend a sustained period with a specific place on campus, and with the help of the essays we read in class, and the sequence of writing assignments we work through, to develop and argue for a novel insight into the nature of that place, and how that place fits into the campus.

Some Places in Ann Arbor to consider:

The Diag

The Hatcher graduate library

The UGLI

The Clement Library

The Art Museum

The Natural History Museum

The Kelsey Archaeological Museum

The Union

The League

The Arb

The Botanical Gardens

A theater

A store

A restaurant

A studio

A laboratory

Some Places to Avoid (because they run the risk of cliché):

Your home, dorm room, frat, sorority, apartment, co-op

The Stadium (see me if you have a good idea here)

Try to pick a place for which you have no firm conception, but which intrigues you. Avoid prevailing interpretation unless you are going to engage them intelligently (modify or contradict in a novel way).

Expository Essay (Description): 

Compose a 2-3-page essay that describes what you consider to be the essential object of your place. Why is it the essential object of the place? In what way does it define the place?

The goals of this assignment:

1. Get to know your place by getting to know a component of it. Along the way, you will be developing a preliminary claim as to the nature of the place by way of your discussion of the essential object.

2. Practice the basics of expository writing, working from basic description, through inference drawing to a final decision on a simple claim.

The easiest preparation is to sit down in your place and observe it for a while. Take notes on all of the things you see. Start with the world as it is, the world of coordinating conjunctions (“I see this and this and this and this”) as Gardner describes. Then put these scattered nouns into a list (“this is here because of this, and that is here because of that”). The structure you bring to your list of details will require you to draw inferences that are not immediately obvious, and as you consider the objects of your place you may discover multiple possible candidates for the central object. Use your judgment and through both the implicit writing of your description, and through your explicit discussion in your essay, make your case for why the object you chose is the central object of the place. You might include several contenders in your essay in order to help us understand why you chose one object over the others.

Your essay should contain both a relevant description of the object and its context, as well as be ordered to help us understand why you chose that object, and what it means for your place. Why is it the essential object of the place? In what way does it define the place?
An uninteresting essay will choose the most immediately obvious object of the place and simply describe it without giving any sense as to why the object is essential, or what it says about the broader nature of the place in question.

The interesting essay may choose an obvious object, but will describe it elegantly (though not in an overwrought fashion) and will propose some novel insight into how that object fits into its place. The very best essay may make a persuasive case for a completely unexpected object, or it may relate a common object to other objects in the place in a way that forces us to re-see what we thought was an obvious object.

Expository Essay (Process): 

Compose a 2-3 page essay where you describe an observed action that doesn’t belong in the place, and yet belongs. Why shouldn’t this action occur here? Yet, why does it fit? How does it change what the place might mean?

The goals of this assignment:

3. Get to know your place by getting to know a component of it.

4. Practice the basics of expository writing, working from basic description, through inference drawing to a final decision on a simple claim. The specific twist here is figuring out how to integrate what amounts to a counterargument. How do you reconcile what you think the place should be for with what other people actually do there?

Like with your first assignment, the best way to go about this essay is to return to your place and hang out. You should not try to do all of your hanging out for assignments one and two at the same time. The goal for the course is to get you used to making a sustained inquiry. A key component to a sustained inquiry (whether it is reading a book, studying bat anatomy or investigating the history of a political campaign) is recursive investigation. That is, reading and re-reading, viewing and re-viewing your subject so that you can recognize it as not just one-dimensional but as a complex and multi-faceted subject worth multiple perspectives. This essay requires that you have completed essay one and have come to a preliminary conclusion about the nature of the place based on what you consider the essential object of the place. With that preliminary thesis in mind, you are going back to the place in search of people who implicitly disagree with your thesis by doing things you think they shouldn’t be doing. Again, take notes as you did in the first assignment. First, capture everything, effectively producing a summary of non-standard activities. Some of these will truly not belong and you needn’t worry about those. What you are looking for is an action that seems to not belong in your place, but after consideration actually helps you to understand something new about the place.

You are reconciling this person’s implicit counterargument with your preliminary thesis in order to produce a new, better thesis. Why is it better? Because it will recognize that your subject is more complex than one would suppose, and it will help us to better understand those hidden complexities.

An uninteresting essay will simply describe an action that is incongruous with the surroundings. The description will be rudimentary and the commentary will be obvious.

The very best essay will elegantly describe the action, paying attention to which details in the sequence of the process are essential to understanding the process, and which can be safely left out. The description will then naturally lead to discussion of how and why the action modifies our understanding of the place.

Argument Essay: 

Choose one of the published essays we’ve read of whose argument and form you have good understanding. Compose a 4-page essay about your place in terms of what the published essay argues. 

The goals of this assignment:

1. This assignment gives you an opportunity to practice engaging someone else’s prose argument by requiring you to summarize that argument and talk about it in terms of your own explorations. 

2. This assignment will also help you to refine your own thinking about your place. In the first assignment you developed a rudimentary claim about your place. In the second, you tested that claim against the actions of other people at the place. Now you are testing your claim in a more abstract arena: against the ideas of someone who doesn’t know you, your argument or your place. Connecting disconnected lines of inquiry (“What can socialism teach us about Shakespeare?” “What can Shakespeare teach us about Puff Daddy?”) is a time tested strategy that can lead to unexpected, and therefore useful, new perspectives.

In order to do this you’ll need to have several of the published essays “figured out” to some degree. Many of the essays we read in the textbook have buried or implicit theses, but they all still have theses. When you summarize the essays, part of what you are doing is trying to summarize this argument. By reviewing your notes from class discussion, the summaries you have written for the essays, and by re-reading the essays you should be able to come up with a few whose arguments seem potentially interesting in relation to the argument that you are developing about your place. Once you put your investigation together with your understanding of one of the published essays, consider questions like these: How does the essay help you better understand the place you are exploring? What does the essay miss? How might your investigation of your place modify the argument the author of the essay pursues? Propose a possible refinement to the thesis of the essay based on your exploration.

The uninteresting essay won’t be able to clearly state the thesis of the published essay, or the claim that is being developed about the nature of the place investigated. A bad essay will also not clearly link the essay with the place, or offer any meaningful new ideas that could come of such a linkage.

The very best essay can be summarized into something like a Simsponian Magic Thesis Statement: “Author X says BLANK about BLANK, but when we look closely at MY PLACE and see how BLANK in that place RELATES to BLANK in the essay, we can see NEW IDEA.” In the pursuit of that argument, the essay will integrate appropriate quotes and ideas from the published essay with elegantly composed descriptive essay from the place you have investigated. 

This essay should be addressed to an academic audience familiar with the published text, and with the place.

