CHID / ENGL 205
FINAL PAPER TOPICS;   READ THIS BEFORE YOU START

The final paper for this course is to focus on either Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions or William Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom!  

The papers carry a weight of 2 (that is, it counts equally with the midterm, and twice as much as one of the short papers).  The general condition for these papers is that your essay must evince an understanding of the book, with textual evidence for claims you make.  More particularly, your essay must have a title that indicates what the paper is about; it must conform to standard manuscript format (see the short paper assignment file); and it must have a coherent argument.

The topics below are meant to provide you with a starting point and some preliminary and provisional guidance to get your argument launched.  Where the topics ask questions, they are meant as a probe, not as something for you to answer in a single sentence.  

Here, as with the midterm, I encourage you to discuss these books with members of your discussion group.  It is extremely common for any of us, all of us, to get hung up on something and need the leverage of a conversation to get unstuck.  Everything you submit, however, must be your work, with everything you use from other sources appropriately documented.  Problems on this score are serious, with serious consequences. 

These are meant to be long papers.  If you write 30 pages, I will read it and comment on it; if you write less than 6 or 7 pages, you should consider soberly what went wrong and how you got stuck.  Still, I will write whatever you read.  The principal thing is that your argument should have a shape, with what Coleridge calls a leading thought, an IDEA (not a concept) that you follow out.

These papers will also be submitted electronically.  FOLLOW THE FORMATTING AND FILE NAMING INSTRUCTIONS EXACTLY, WITH NO EXCEPTIONS.

1. Format:  

Your name, an address, and the venue (in this case, the course number) must appear in the upper left hand corner of the first page.  Every subsequent page should have your name and the page number in the upper right hand corner.

Everything is to be double-spaced, including long quotations.  Footnotes can be in any standard form, so long as they are consistent.  If you are using only one book, there is no need for a new footnote everything time you quote from it.  Put page numbers in parentheses in the text.  The standard file protocol is based on Rich Text Format or Microsoft WORD.

(2. FILE NAME.  The name of the file you send to me MUST consist of the first

(    five letters of your last name, your first initial, a dash, and the numeral 3.  If 

(   your name were Mary Jones, the file name would be:  JONESM-3.DOC .

TOPICS for KUHN

General Caveat:  The breadth of the influence of  The Structure of Scientific Revolutions is such that many people employ phrases and concepts from the book, without giving any evidence whatsoever of having read it.  While this is a curious kind of compliment to an author, be wary here.  Do not assume that you already know what a “paradigm” is from having heard the word frequently.  If you think there is something like a “paradigm” shift or switch (unlike a Gestalt shift or switch), read more closely. (Hint: you or your informant may be responding to a rumor created by a journalist who didn’t bother to read the book.) Anyone who elects to write on Kuhn should consult his essay, “Objectivity, Value Judgment, and Theory Choice” on the course website.

1.  Select a single chapter from those listed below as the primary focus for your paper.  Once you have made your choice, explain as exactly as you can how the subject in question fits with Kuhn’s argument as a whole, but devote most of your attention to a discussion of the importance, the value, or the consequences of that chapter.  Are there problems Kuhn does not take up?  Are there things here that, if missed, would undermine someone’s understanding of the book as a whole?  Are you clear about how Kuhn develops his principal points? 


Chapter III. The Nature of Normal Science


Chapter VI. Anomaly and the Emergence of Scientific Discoveries


Chapter IX. The Nature and Necessity of Scientific Revolutions

2.  Select either of the two essays identified below from The Essential Tension (both are on the course website under  Texts), and write an essay in which you explain as clearly as you can why the essay is important in relation to The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.  What does the later essay make clear that may not have been clear enough in Structure?  What new problems does it identify?  In both cases, the presumption is, of course, that you have read Structure carefully.


“Second Thoughts on Paradigms”


“Objectivity, Value Judgment, and Theory Choice”

3.  In a great many science courses and textbooks, Kuhn finds evidence of a kind of commonplace ‘history’ of a field that seems to represent the present as the lucky time when, unlike our benighted forebears, we have arrived at the truth.  With special attention to the first chapter, write an essay in which you explain how the book as a whole can be understood as an earnest attempt to combat such a vision of the past and the present of science.  

4. In the “Postscript—1969”  Kuhn reviews in some detail review and responses to his book, noting in particular objections to the fact that his term “paradigm” is not pinned down by a single definition.  (Before you mount your pony to ride into this fray, consider a while why it is that the term not only cannot be but should not be defined as tightly as such objections appear to expect.)  The main focus of your paper, however,  should be on what he calls in section 3. “Paradigms as shared examples. “  For your paper, explain what he means by this, why it is important, and why he suggests that this sense may be philosophically “deeper” that paradigm as understood to designate scientific communities.

5. Write an essay in which you relate Kuhn’s work in Structure, particularly his concept of scientific paradigms, to this passage in Coleridge’s Essays on Method from The Friend, p. 481:

“The naturalist, who cannot or will not see, that one fact is often worth a thousand, as including them all in itself, and that it first makes all the others facts; who has not the head to comprehend, the soul to reverence, a central experiment or observation (what the Greeks would perhaps have called a protophenomenon);  will never receive an auspicious answer from the oracle of nature.”

Your attention in this essay should be directed both to Kuhn and Coleridge.

6.  Write an essay that explicitly considers Kuhn in relation to either Bacon or C. S. Peirce.  What does Kuhn provide, in the case of Bacon, that would constitute a significant revision or extension of Bacon’s idea of science?   For Peirce, on the other hand, the connection (though not direct) is much closer, particularly with Peirce’s idea of science as always necessarily an undertaking for a community of inquirers.  In either case, draw out as you can or see fit the similarities and differences between Kuhn and either Bacon or Peirce.

7.  One of the central examples that Coleridge treats is the case of the emerging theory of electricity.  On this subject, consider the differences between Coleridge’s treatment of the matter and Kuhn’s.  Do they share a common IDEA (not “concept”)?  Is there a way to articulated both views in a single framework?  Don’t skimp on this.

TOPICS on FAULKNER

1.  In Absalom, Absalom!, Faulkner puts his reader in the possibly unexpected position of having to think, not just to decide what he or she thinks about the book, but just to follow what it says.  Select an example in the book that you think is crucial to understanding the whole of it, and concentrate upon how the reader has to carry out inferences, sort out who knows what (and how they learned it), in order to make sense of the narrative.  You may select anything, pertaining either to the historical subject characters or the four characters who are telling the story.  The point here is to show how it is that the narrative, indeed, the book as a whole, hinges upon some notion of imaginative reasoning.

2. Write an essay with the title “The Logic of Empathy,” in which you take a character, an action, or a set of actions, with which you can easily see why some reader may not be sympathetic.  Then explore in detail (stay really close to Faulkner’s language on this) how one can come to understand it.  In carrying out such an analysis, however, do not neglect the complement or contrary: what are the things we might easily be in sympathy with that are, on further analysis, as awful or monstrous as the things to which we initially react?

3.  One of the most striking, but at the same time puzzling things about Absalom, Absalom! is that virtually all of it hinges on hypotheses, or, in Coleridge’s terms, “leading thoughts.”  What happens not once but over and over, however, is that a narrator in the present of the book (or the crypto-narrator in your own head who is assembling all this) turns out to be wrong in his or her hypothesis.  Moreover, what happens (as we will explore in class), the hypothesis becomes fixed and starts to function like a dogma that is never questioned.  For your paper, select a limited number of cases in which such things occur, and explain the consequences.  Do NOT go off on a flyer with this: keep your head in the text.

4.  Write an essay with the title, “Legalism and The Living Law” in which you trace out how Faulkner makes use of law, lawyers, appeals to the law, in Absalom, Absalom.  Avoid stupid jokes, but apply yourself to the kind of thinking to which one might be drawn if the main thing one had in mind was to win a lawsuit (or stay out of jail, for example).  Consider that legalism (though you will want more specificity).  What might qualify, over and against this, as “living law”?

5.  In any well made literary text, one can posit that it provides, within its covers, all that is essential to make sense of it—granting, of course, that the reader has to be willing to let the text teach him or her how to read it.  In this case, make use of the strategy of picking up a phrase, a concept, a characteristic example, that can be converted into a tool for interpretation, by applying the language of the text, back upon the text.

6.  Consider how the idea of a “paradigm” in Kuhn enables “normal science” on the one hand, but particularly, in the case of an anomaly that requires something not in the scope of “normal science”, can become a kind of paralysis or stasis.  Find several cases of this dilemma in the book and concentrate your ample intelligence to understanding how it works.

7.  In the character of Miss Rosa ( DON’T any of you even THINK of calling her “Aunt Rosa,” or “the Old Aunt Rosa,” or “Rosa,” like that arrogant little Canadian puppy) Faulkner gives us a remarkable instance in which the character who is the only living survivor, the only one who “was there” ironically knows, in a factual point of view, less than any of the others, but who nevertheless understands more than all of them combined.  How does this work in the novel?

