Notes on Papers: Argumentation, Evidence, and More

Ed Beasley

Writing the Paper

17. The Writing Process:
To develop your paper, (1) find a loose theme that you can assemble some evidence around. Take notes on the parts of the reading that per​tain to your theme. 


Then (2) type up both the evidence that you have put together and your ideas about it. Read what you have typed. Move things around. In short, note the pattern that you have found in your evid​ence, the pattern that you have found in the world. 


Finally, (3) now that you know your pattern – your argument – make the paper go with it. That is, write the introduction around your pattern or thesis. Re​arrange, expand, contract, and polish the rest of the paper to go with the argu​ment, going back to your prim​ary sources a number of times to get new facts and check old ones. Update the transitions and the conclusion.


If you go through this process, you will not have to try to write the paper all at once, facing a blank screen. Nor will you be tempted to write a wordy introduction for a paper that you do not yet know the subject of. 


Because your argument will have come out of your evidence, you should get a nice tight fit between them.

Presenting an Argument

18. The Argument: And as Note 17 suggests, figuring out your paper’s argument can come fairly late in the process. By an argument, I mean a thesis, a point. Making an argument and using your sources to support it is quite different from merely summar​izing your sources in a book-report sort of way. I want you to take items and ideas from within the sources and use them to make a point of your own. That is, write your own thing; don’t retype somebody else’s thing. 


So the argument is a thesis. When you teach a class, or argue a case, or make a business presentation, you are not doing a book report; you are not merely sum​marizing printed material for its own sake. Instead, you are assembling, sel​ecting, and judging material that you are using to make your own point, as clearly, as con​vin​cingly, and as interestingly as possible. Writing an academic paper helps you to practice this key skill of finding and presenting evidence in order to develop an argument that will make sense to your reader or listener.

19. Note that when I say that you need an argument, I am not saying that you need to argue against whatever it is you are reading. You can always do that in a paper, but there is a world of other, often more interesting arguments for your paper to make. In academia, “argument” usually means “thesis.” It doesn’t usually mean a “heated emot​ional disagreement in which you try to deny and out-shout everything the other person is saying.” That is not what I have in mind when I am asking for an argument.

20. The one reason why you may have been asked to write book reports in the past – the reason why you may have been asked just to retype or repeat what was in the book – was to make sure that you were able to distinguish what the book actually said from what you assumed that it said. 


When you are assembling your evidence, remember the dif​fer​ence between what the text says and what you are arguing that it means. Genesis says “serpent”; it doesn’t say Satan. You would have to argue – not assume – that the ser​pent is Satan. You would have to make an evidence-based case. For one thing, you would probably need some evidence that the people who told the Genesis story had a con​cept of Satan. 

21. Do not say or keep saying, “My argument is that the Greeks were X.” Say instead “The Greeks were x.”

22. “Throughout history…” or “Ever since the beginning of time...” is almost never an appropriate way to start your paper. The problem is that your evidence comes from specific times and places, not from all of time. 

I know that what you may be trying to do by making so broad a claim about all of time or all of human history is to set up a general truth about human​kind. But coming to a general truth is a harder and more doubtful process than it might seem; it seldom fits into a four-to-five page paper.

So, because your evidence is about specific times and places, make your main claims about those times and places. What pattern have you found in the world – in the evidence that you have in front of you? Try something like this: 

The picture of Athenian democracy that Thucydides gives in his plague scene is different than the one given by Plato in the Apology. Both authors are critical of democracy,
 but they differ over what to do about it. Thucydides wants x, while Plato wants y. So even the anti-democratic Greeks differed among themselves in their view of the ideal political order. 

Adding “Ever since the beginning of time, people have argued about governments” to the beginning of this passage would weaken the paper. It would also be plainly un​true. Nobody was arguing about governments at the Big Bang, or even for most of the time since. Saying “Throughout history…” wouldn’t be much more accurate.

Research

23. Because you need to check things carefully in looking for the subtle patterns that will make your argument, you need trustworthy sources close to the times and the events they are talking about. You need sources that reveal people’s preoc​cupations and evas​ions and ideas, leading you where you did not know you were going before you looked at the evidence. 


Getting sources like that is called research. It can be carried out in prim​ary sources. You can also do research in secondary works, if they have gone through the process of being checked by other scholars and by professional editors. This process of check​ing is called “peer review,” and all the academic books in the library have gone through it. So have all the jorunal articles.

Thus, these books and articles have much less of a chance of being inane, con​fusing, crazy, or evil than many a nice-looking but non-peer-reviewed website. 

In other words, there is a lot more B.S. in the world than there is careful know​ledge – knowledge that is carefully checked and carefully expressed. Your job as an educ​ated person is to learn how not to waste you time with the B.S. knowledge, and in​stead to look for (and build upon) the more carefully assembled kind.

24. Do not confuse just looking something up with doing research. Research means that you are learning new things in context, things and arguments that you did not know you were looking for. Reference means that you suddenly remember that you need to know the population of Cleveland in the 2000 census. You go to Google and type in “cleve​land population 2000.” You find out what you already knew that you were looking for and then you put it in your paper. And that’s fine – but it’s not doing research into primary-source evidence and sustained secondary-source argu​ments. Doing research means open​ing yourself to new things that you will not know you are looking for until you find them. 

25. Be careful of the Internet, where anybody can post anything. Only use the peer-reviewed online sources (chiefly the online versions of peer-reviewed printed jour​nals available through JSTOR and Project Muse), and online primary source docu​ments posted by archives such as the Library of Congress.

26. Do not use Wikipedia except as an index to other, better sources. It is not peer-reviewed. 

27. I want orig​inal writing from you, not a typed summary of what other people have said (or even of what I have said in class). Do not turn your paper into an exercise in retyping some​thing that already exists. Instead it is an exercise in writing and re​writing some​thing new. Provide argument rather than summary; your aud​ience is the other people in the class who have read the same things you have. 


Finishing Up

29. Reread and edit your work for simplicity and clarity – not the night when you finish drafting it, but another day when you can read it with a fresh eye, and the self-hypnosis that tells you that it is absolutely perfect has worn off. 


Remove some of the comp​lications that made sense while you were writing, but that get in the way of the simpler message you now see you were trying for. 

30. Never use report covers or cover sheets. 

31. Always number your pages. 

32. Back up your claims and quotations with footnotes or endnotes in the Chicago style (see the library website in the syllabus). 

33. Use full publishing information in the first refer​ence to a work, but the shortened format (last-name-of-author, short title, p. #) in later refer​ences. 

34. Never use “etc.” 

35. Do not use “” around block quotations (which are >3 lines and indented on both sides—see the example in note 22). 

�Later you would need at least a paragraph of evidence and argument about each.





