Writing Social Commentary 

Fall '11

Friday 9 AM -- 12:40 PM 

Charles Taylor

201 918 6459 (home)

646 244 5166 (cell)

The primary goal of this class is to help students bridge the gap between passion and reason in the writing of social commentary. Just as a lawyer acts as an advocate while laying out a persuasive case, the writer who undertakes a piece of social commentary -- whether a piece of criticism, a review, or a polemic -- must be able to present a case while being aware of potential inconsistencies in logic. To  do that, we must first recognize that we can agree with the aims of a piece of writing and reject its reasoning, or reject a writer's conclusions while admiring the way the writer has arrived there. Our purpose will not be boring evenhandedness but the ability to make a strong, convincing argument free of  cant and cliché. Though you will be relying on facts just as a reporter does, you will be required to bring the very things a reporter is trained to exclude: your opinion, an awareness of your prejudices, and the way you have been shaped by your experience. Social commentary should not be memoir by stealth but it can be a way of writing about what is most important to you while turning your gaze outward.

WRITING: You will have three 1000-word assignments, each of which will be edited and corrected by me, then returned to be revised and handed in the following week. The final paper, for which you choose your own topic (subject to my approval), will be 2000 words and due on the last day of class. Extensions will be sparingly granted, if at all, and must be approved by me at least three days in advance of the due date.

GRADING: 60% written, 40% class participation.

READING: Class readings will be in a bound booklet available at  Village Copier, 20 E 13th St. 

Sept. 9: "Telling the Brutal Truth" by Clark Hoyt and "What Do You call Torture? Torture" by Clark Hoyt; "The Tea Party's War on America" by Joe Nocera and "The Tea Party, Take Two"); and http://testmobile.theonion.com/articles/nancy-grace-seen-in-graveyard-sucking-marrow-from,20925/

Sept. 16: First written assignment due. "On Violence" by Hannah Arendt.

Sept. 23: Workshopping. 

Sept. 30: Revision of first written assignment due. Writing about 9/11: "We Have Some Planes"; "The Attacks on America," "Not About Islam?," "Anti-Americanism" by Salman Rushdie; "America the Scapegoat" by Meera Atkinson; Susan Sontag, The New Yorker, 9/24/01; and "Heroism (Instead of an Introduction)" by Victor Klemperer

Oct. 7: Second written assignment due. "The Myth Behind the Truth Behind the Legend" by Greil Marcus; "Discussing the Undiscussable" by Arlene Croce. 

Oct. 14: Workshopping. 

Oct 21: Revision of second written assignment due. Saying the Unsayable: "The First Lady as Hostage" by Norman Mailer; "Thank God for the Atom Bomb" by Paul Fussell: "Das Deutsches Volk" by Martha Gellhorn. Your selections for next week's class to be passed out today.

Oct. 28: Bluster and muster: This will be a selection of op-ed pieces written in the few weeks before the date of class and will include work that shows both what a good op-ed piece should have and what it should avoid. 

Nov. 4: "Fran Lebowitz on Race"; "The End of the Black-American Narrative" by Charles Johnson; "Notes on the Invention of Malcolm X" and "Malcolm X and the Failure of Afrocentrism" by Gerald Early.   
Nov. 11: Third written assignment due. Parsing ideology:" Say it Ain't So, Huck" by Jane Smiley; "Selling Huck Down the River" by Seymour Chwast; "Send Huck Finn to College" by Lorrie Moore; "Straw Dogs" by Pauline Kael. 

Nov. 18: Workshopping.

Dec. 2: Revision of third written assignment due. "Michel Foucault" by Mark Lilla; "Albert Camus: The Reluctant Moralist" by Tony Judt.

Dec. 9: Final assignment due. "You Are Not a Gadget" by Jaron Lanier.

