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Jalan Whitehead
English 1001

FINDING A SUBJECT

The Five Commandments for Finding a (Good) Subject

1. Never say, "l don't have anything to write about." You do have
something to write about. Your life is not boring. You only think it is.
You have lived at least eighteen years by now. Something interesting has

happened to you.

2. Write about something you are interested in and informed about.

3. If you are interested in something, but are not informed about it, you
must be willing to research it. (Yes, that means the library!)

4. You must write about something an audience would be interested in
reading about. (If you can find someone interested in reading about the sex
life of a boa constrictor, fine!)

5. Learn how to narrow a subject.

Exercise 1: Interest inventory*

What are you interested in? Take ten or fifteen minutes to list a few
items for each of these (very) general categories. Don't just sit and think.
Brainstorm. Write whatever pops into your head.

a. friends i. sports

b. enemies j- university life

C. people you admire k. books

d. special places m. music

e. fond memories n. film

f. not-so-fond memories 0. what matters most
g. worries

h. strange-but-true stories

*This list is borrowed from Stephen Judy's article " The Experiential

Approach” in Eight Approaches.



Learning to Narrow a General Subject

Sports is a general subject. Volumes of books have been written about
sports. There is no possible way you could say anything meaningful about
such a general subject in a 500-700 word essay. What follows is a
subject spectrum in which a general subject is narrowed, then narrowed
again and again until it is narrow enough for a freshman composition
essay.

General ' Specific

sports football LSU LSU Hodson's Hodson's
football quarterback football 1988

- Tommy career football

Hodson season

Isn't it amazing how narrow a general subject can become? | could have
narrowed this subject even further by talking about Hodson's playing in the
1988 LSU-Tulane game. However, | thought that might be a bit too narrow.
The wonderful aspect of creating a subject spectrum is that you can

always move to the next less specific topic if your topic proves to be too
narrow to provide enough information for your paper.

Exercise 2: Practicing Narrowing Subjects
Create a subject spectrum for each of the following subjects. Narrow
them as much as you can.

a. The Olympics e. Shakespeare
b. horror movies f. popular music
¢. holidays g. college dorms
d. my best friend h. money

Exercise 3: Finding Your Own Subjects :
Choose five subjects from the list you created in exercise 1. Choose ones
you are especially interested in and informed about. Create a subject
spectrum for these subjects.

Congratulations! You have found some limited subjects. The next step is to
create a thesis so that your subject will work in the kind of paper you are
writing (i.e. informative, evaluative).



‘Liggett/English 1001
SHOF NOT TELL TINE ;

Remernber shov and tell time in elementary school? It wasn't
eaough to stand up and tell about the sea shells you collected on the
teach over spring vacation; you had to wrap each one in kleenex, pack
them in a skoe hox, carry thea carefully to school, pass them around,
and let other students investigate them in order to share your
experience and to keep rour audience's attention. The same principle
applies in writing. 1If you want to get your point across, you must
rot only tell your readers what you are thinking, but you must show
them as well. Consider the followvingy example:

In "Graduation in Stamps,™ Maya Anjelou wvants her readers to
understand the shame and frustration that she felt for her race during
the ceresony. She doesn't tell her readers this; she shows thea:

The man's dead words fell like bricks arouni tbhe
auditorium and too many settled in my belly. Constrained
by hard-learned manners I couldn't look behind me, but to
ay left and right the proud graduating class of 1940 had
dropped their heads. Every girl in ay rowv had found
something new to 4o with her handkerchief. Some folded the
tiny squares into love knots, some into triangles, but
most vere vadding them, then pressing them flat on their
yellov laps.

e vere maids and farmers, handymsen and vasherwosmen,
and anything higher that we aspired to vas farciacal and
presuaptuous.

Your personal experience essay vill be much better if you too
SHOW more than you TELL. For example, one student vho vas re-creating
a favorite memory told about having her first cigarette: "I slowly
sucked the stick and felt a warm sensation fill my chest. A cbhill ran
down ay spine as I smiled and exhaled.” An alert reader will
challeange the writer om two points: Did the smoker experieunce no
discomfort? 1Is there not a better way to shov hov she felt than to
rely on the cliche, ™a chkill ran down ay srine®?

The writer took the challenge and rewrote her description this
way: *I slowly lifted ay cigarette until it touched my lips. I sucked
the stick and a cloud of warm smoke filled my chest. Suddenly I felt
mauseated and my chest felt like a boab ready to explode. I spit the
sacke out and coughed. My eyes began to water, but I managed a grin."

Nov you try it. Develop 3 of these sentences into well written
Faragraphs in which you shov more than tell the point you are making.
The original sentence should not appear in your paragraph.

The concert was fantastic. By family and I are close.
She has a nice personality. Traveling is a lot of fun.
LSU students have school spirit. I was so esbarrassed.
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6
THESIS EXERCISES

What a Thesis Is Not

Not a Title

A title can often give the reader some notion of what the thesis is going to be, but it is not the thesis itself. The thesis itself, as presented in
the thesis statement, does not suggest the main idea-it is the main idea. Remember, too, that a thesis statement will always be a complex
sentence; there is no other way to make a statement.

TITLE: NOT A THESIS I THESIS STATEMENT

Home and Schools Parents ought to participate more in the education of
their children.

James Cagney: Hollywood Great James Cagney was one of the greatest actors ever to
appear in movies.

Inflation and Old Age Continuing inflation makes it almost impossible to
plan intelligently for one's retirement.

'A Shattering Experience My first visit to the zoo was a shattering experience.

IThe Fad of Divorce /Too many people get divorced for trivial reasons.

Not an Announcement of the Subject

A thesis takes a stand. It expresses an attitude toward the subject. It is not the subject itself.

1 ANNOUNCEMENT: NOT A THESIS ! THESIS STATEMENT
My subject is the incompetence of Professor X. |Professor X is an incompetent teacher.
I want to share some thoughts with you about our Our space program is a waste of money.

space program.

The many unforeseen ?)&)Blems T encountered when I |1 encountered many unforeseen problems when I
went camping are the topic of this theme. went camping.

This paper will attempt to tell you something about The Grand Cényon was even more magnificent that [
the emotions I felt on viewing the Grand Canyon. had imagined. ;

The thesis of this paper is the difficulty of solVing our ;{Solving our environmental problems ismore |
environmental problems. _ v difficult than many environmentalists believe.

Not a Statement of Absolute Fact

A thesis makes a judgment of interpretation. There's no way to spend a whole paper supporting a statement that needs to support.
FACT: NOT A THESIS

« Jane Austin is the author if Pride and Prejudice.
The capitol of California is Sacramento.

Suicide is the deliberate taking of one's own life.
President Lincoln's first name was Abraham.
The planet closest to the sun is Mercury.

What a Good Thesis Is

It's possible to have a one-sentence statement of an idea and still not have a thesis that can be supported effectively. What characterizes a
good thesis?

A good thesis is restricted.

In certain respects, devising a thesis statement as you plan your paper can sometimes be a way in itself of limiting, or restricting, your
subject even further. A paper supporting the thesis that Professor X is incompetent, besides taking a stand on its subject, has far less
territory to cover than a paper on Professor X in general. Thesis statements themselves, however, may not always have been sufficiently
narrowed down. A good thesis deals with restricted, bite-size issues rather than issues that would require a lifetime to discuss intelligently.
The more restricted the thesis, the better the chances are for supporting it fully.

10of3 09/07/2000 3:17 PM
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POOR | BETTER

iThe world is 1n a terrible mess. §§Trade barriers contribute to international tensions.

People are too selfish. Human selfishness is seen at its worst during rush
hour.

The American steel industry has problems. The worst problem of the American steel industry is
lack of funds to renovate outdated plants and
equipment.

iCrime must be stopped. §§Our courts should hand out tougher sentences.

A good thesis is unified.

The thesis expresses one major idea about its subject. The tight structural strength of your paper depends on its working to support that one
idea. A good thesis may sometimes include a secondary idea if it is strictly subordinated to the major one, but without that subordination
the writer will have too many important ideas to handle, and the structure of the paper will suffer.

: POOR | BETTER
Detective stories are not a high form of literature, but {Detective stories appeal to the basic human desire for
people have always been fascinated by them, and thrills.

many fine writers have experimented with them.

The new health program is excellent, but it has The new health program should be run only on

several drawbacks, and it should be run only on experimental basis for two or three years.

experimental basis for two or three years.
OR

Despite its general excellence, the new health
program should be run only on an experimental basis
for two or three years.

The Columbus Cavaliers have trouble at the The Columbus Cavaliers should be able to make the
defensive end and linebacker positions, and front- play-offs.

office tensions don't help, but the team should be

able to make the play-offs. OR

Even granting a few troubles, the Columbus Cavaliers
should be able to make the play- offs.

A good thesis is specific.

A satisfactorily restricted and unified thesis may be useless if the idea it commits you to is too vague. "The new World Trade Center is
impressive," for example, could mean anything from impressively beautiful to impressively ugly. With a thesis statement like
"Hemingway's war stories are very good,"” you would probably have to spend so many words defining what on earth "good" means that
there would be no room for anything else. Even when there's no likelihood of conclusion, vague ideas normally come through as so
familiar or dull or universally accepted that the reader sees no point in paying attention to them.

POOR I BETTER _

The World Trade Center is impressive. The World Trade Center is a monument to human
folly.

Hemingway's war stories are very good. Hemingway's war stories helped create a new prose
style.

Drug addiction is a big problem. Drug addiction has caused a dramatic increase in
crimes of violence. :

Our vacation was a tremendous experience. Our vacation enabled us to learn the true meaning of

» sharing. :
My parents are wonderful people. Everything my parents do is based on their loving

concern for the welfare of the family.

Exercises for Review

09/07/2000 3:17 PM
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Your Name: ; o ]

Your e-mail address: : B |

A. Write T next to each thesis statement below. Write N7 if there is no thesis statement.

{} T Q NT 1. I want to tell you about the many defects in the administration's proposals for restructuring the Social
) - Security program.

OT1ONT 2. Al Capone, the Chicago gang leader, was nicknamed "Scarface."

Ot QN 3 Justice delayed is justice denied.

{:} T G NT 4, My thesis asks whether affirmative action prdgrams are just a new form of racism.
OT Q NT 5. It's not only poor people who get government handouts.

O1 Ny 6 How to Grow Prize-Winning Roses.

Ot ONT 7. This paper will examine recent proposals to reinstate the death penalty.

OT ONT 8. My husband is a terrible cook.

OT ONT 9. My husband cooks all the meals for our family.

OTONT 10. Christmas shopping shows that the law of the jungle is still with us.

B. Write G next to each good thesis statement. Write NG next to each statement that is not
sufficiently restricted, unified, or specific, and be prepared to suggest revisions.
{:} G Q NG 1. The history of the United States is dominated by lust for money.

{:} G Q NG 2. Common sense is sometimes the enemy of genius.
O6 OING 3. British and American poets through the centuries have vastly overrated the glories of romantic love.
Q G Q NG 4. Thirst is harder to endure than hunger.

O G Q NG 5. Exercise is a worthwhile activity.

Q G Q NG 6. Jogging can add years to one's life.

O G Q NG 7. Teaching tricks to a dog is easier than most people think.

O G Q NG 8. The way people shake hands can reveal something about their characters.

06 ONG 9. Natural beauty must be preserved, but government agencies often make foolish decisions on this matter,
: ’ and jobs must also be preserved.

Q G OING 10. In Moby Dick, Melville does a very good job.

BACK TO MY HOME PAGE.

09/07/2000 3:17 PM
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Richard I 11
By William Shakespeare

What makes Richard 111 so compelling in the 21% Century? It's still one of the most frequently produced
Shakesperean plays.

In this play,

e the Apollonian (intelligence, rationality, psychological insight) serves
¢ the Dionysian (instinct, irrationality, loss of self in frenzy)

According to Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy, addressing the tension between the Apollonian and the

Dionysian isthe typical function of tragedy in the classical era (By classical, | mean ancient Athens of the 5th
CenB.C)).

There are some special attributes of Richard 111 that distinguish it for today.

e Richard is popular with actors because he is an actor himself, always lying to the people around him.
They get to ham it up while he hamsit up. Heis aperformer, director, observer, and critic.

o The 20" century was the century when the "demonic has siezed the rational for its own monstrous
forwarding” (Weiss 200), i.e., when the Apollonian has served the Dionysian.

The lan Mclellan movie makes Richard & his men like Hitler & the Nazis.

I mportant dates the remember

e 1483-1485 Richard 111 reigned as King of England. He was the last medieval king.
e 1592-1593 Shakespeare composed Richard I11. He was writing about the civil war called the War of
the Roses, which ended with Richard's death.

Shakespeare wrote numerous plays about the War of the Roses. It wasacivil war that affected
Shakespeare's England the way the American Civil War has affected us. His charactersin these plays often
needed little introduction--like Abraham Lincoln and Robert E. Lee, they were aready familiar to his
audience and only needed to be trotted out to play their expected roles

Richard Il was the fourth in a series of plays called Shakespeare's First Tetralogy. (A tetralogy is a series of
four, just asatrilogy is a series of three.).

TheFirst Tetralogy

1. King Henry VI, Part |
2. King Henry VI, Part 11
3. King Henry VI, Part [11
4. Richard Il

Weliss compares these four to the classic tradition of presenting three tragedies, followed by a satyr-play
(Weiss 200). A satyr play was a burlesque, funny play to conclude the more serious tragedies.

9/7/2007 5:05 PM 1 of 3
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Sour ces Shakespear e used

1. Historical sources. The War of the Roses. Why wasit called that? The warring houses were each
represented by roses.

The House of Lancaster the Red Rose

The House of Y ork the White Rose

2. Political Philosophy

Machiavelli had written the infamous book on politics, The Prince. It described the amoral political
behavior of Italian Renaissance rulers. Shakespeare makes his Richard an example of the
Machiavellian prince even though he lived before Machiavelli. Thisisan anachronism, where
something takes place before it really could. The movie well watch isfull of anachronisms, which are
intentional.

3. Medieval Drama. The Morality stories portrayed various allegorical characters. Richard at one point
plays the Vice, a character noted by cheerful evil. Shakespeareisinfluenced by these old dramas.

4. Classical Drama. Shakespeareis especially influenced by Seneca, a Roman poet / philosopher /
statesman. Senecawrote 10 dramas based on earlier Greek works. In Seneca's Atreus, Furies pursue
the house of Tantalus. Atreusis aking who pretends to make up with his brother Thyestes to exact
revenge. HeKkills his nephews, cooks them, and feeds them to his unsuspecting brother. Like Richard,
herevelsin hisevil. The Furiesin Richard |1l are the women who follow him around cursing him.

Objectively, Richard and Richmond (who became Henry VI1) behave in similar ways.

e They kill off the king to take the throne themselves.

e They marry awoman from the other camp so they can solidify their claim to the throne.

e Richard was actually brave. He wasthe last king of England to diein battle. Kings since then have led
from behind.

Why then does Shakespear e make this a case of good versus evil?

a. It's better dramathat way.

b. It'sthe traditiona way of portraying Richard IIl.

c. TheTudor Myth. Henry VII (Richmond) founded the Tudor Dynasty after killing off Richard I1l. To
strengthen his claim on the throne, which he won from the crowned king in arebellion, he had to make
Richard look as bad as possible. Henry VII's granddaughter, Elizabeth, was Shakespeare's queen. For
him to undermine her legitimacy by questioning her rebel grandfather's right to rule would be
politically incorrect in an erawhen being politically incorrect could mean that you lose your head.
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Elizabeth had been declared illegitimate by the Catholic church because she was Protestant.
Shakespeare makes Henry V11 / Richmond ook good to make Elizabeth look good. Therefore, Richard
I11 must look bad. For a more balanced evaluation of Richard, try the Richard Il Society
(http://www.richardiii.net/).

Richard I11 works on both the natural level and supernatural / mythic levels. These are 2 levels of causation,
supernatural and natural. These correspond to allegory versus realism, the two major representational
techniquesin the 1590s.

Mythic/ Allegorical Natural / Realistic
e Heisevil incarnate, the Vice of e Heisevil because hismom
medieval plays. doesn't love him.
o The Vice uses asides, e Peoplelook down at him
o tellsthe audience his because of his birth defect.
plans, Like us, they tend to judge a
o boasts about his own power book by its cover. His external
and depravity, defect in the theory of thetime
o attacks others, reflected interna evil
o pretendsto beavictim e Hefedsinferior and despises
himself. himself.
e The Furies (cursing women) e Richmond defeatshim. A
pursue him. bland cipher of acharacter.
Richard is much more
appealing.
e Hisdreams are supernatural e Hisdreams are the product of a
omens. bad conscience &
self-loathing.

Richard draws usinto his evil & makes us participatein it.
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