SOCIOLOGY 15
2009
FIRST PAPER

1.   Contemporary American politics, as described by Thomas Frank in “Lie Down for America,” seems very un-Marxian.
  (I will distribute this article in class.)  Working people don’t vote their class interests, Frank argues.  Marx and Engels, however, were flexible in applying their general ideas to specific situations, so maybe they can help us explain why not.  
      What sense might Marx and Engels make of Frank’s America?  Your answer should address the following:

(In what ways would they find the economic workings of contemporary American capitalism (as described by Frank) similar to or different from the capitalism of their day?  
(How might they explain why workers don’t vote their class interests? 
(Might they agree or disagree with Frank’s explanation of why the working class gets its politics “wrong”?  Why?  (Be sure to lay out Frank’s explanation clearly.)
The Paper;  Write an essay of 5-7 pages addressing the topic above.   Please preface your paper with a brief “Dear Professor Himmelstein” letter, stating the central point you make in your paper.  Please put this letter at the beginning of your paper rather than submitting it separately.

Deadline.  Completed work is due by the end of the day, Friday, October 2, either by e-mail or in my mailbox in Morgan Hall.   

Purpose:  This paper provides you an opportunity to reflect on Marx and Engels’ ideas by applying them to a contemporary topic.
Expectations:  A good paper will do all of the following:



( It will have a central point, which can be stated in a few sentences and which you develop systematically throughout the paper.  Do not keep me guessing about what you are really trying to say.   



(It will address all the parts of the question. 



(It will identify and use the relevant course readings and discussion.

ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Frank wrote his article (and his book, What’s the Matter with Kansas) just before the 2004 election, but his overall point holds up since then.  According to Ruy Teixeira of the Brookings Institution, Democratic political candidates lost the white working class by 17 percentage points in 2000, 23 points in 2004, and 18 points in 2008.  http://takingnote.tcf.org/2008/11/digging-into-th.html (accessed September 22, 2009)


Teixeira doesn’t say how he defines working-class, but in other work he uses a combination of income, occupation, education, and subjective class position
SOME THOUGHTS ON WRITING


Good writing takes time, because thinking out your ideas takes time.  Most of us don’t work out a clear, coherent argument in our heads and then let it flow onto paper.   We think about a topic a lot.  We get a few ideas and write them down.   As we write we get more ideas.  We write those down.  We keep revising our writing as our ideas develop.   Ultimately (hopefully) we develop our ideas into a clear, coherent argument.

You might find it helpful to divide writing into two distinct tasks: first, getting words/ideas down on paper and second, editing and revising those ideas.  Good writing requires both, but they require different skills and may use different parts of the brain.   Trying to do them together will limit or stifle output.  (See Peter Elbow, Writing with Power and Henriette Anne Klauser, Writing on Both Sides of the Brain)


With this in mind, I give you Himmelstein’s Rules of Writing.  These rules actually sit right next to my desk.   Do I follow them religiously?   No, but I should.  When I follow them, I get a lot of writing done.  When I don’t, I spend a lot of time in purgatory.


1.   Writing is not easy.  Don’t expect elegant prose to flow from your computer.


2.   Write from the start.  Writing is a process, often a disorderly one in which you get bits of ideas, parts of arguments, fragments of paragraphs on paper before you can organize them into something coherent.  You should write as you read or do research, as you think about what you’ve read or about your research.  

3.   You don’t need to know what you want to say before you say it.  Writing is part of thinking.   Thinking doesn’t happen just in your head.


4.   Don’t start at the beginning.  Introductions are the most difficult part of a paper.   If one pours out of your mind, great.   If not, skip it for now.


5.   It is easier to rewrite than write, so get text on paper.  It is easier to think on paper.


6.   The Perfect is the enemy of the Good.  If you aspire to perfection, you probably will paralyze yourself and not get anything done.


7.   There is nothing mysterious about good writing or any other kind of excellence.

Excellence results from doing a lot of small things well.  

“The winning of a gold medal is nothing more than the synthesis of a countless number of…little things.”

“The simple doing of certain small tasks can generate huge results. Excellence is mundane.”

Daniel Chambliss, “The Mundanity of Excellence: An Ethnographic Report on Stratification and Olympic Swimmers,” Sociological Theory 7, 1 (Spring 1989), pp. 70-86.
� Thomas Frank, “Lie Down for America,” Harper’s Magazine, April 2004, pp. 33-46.





