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Getting Started with Essay 4

As we begin our discussion of voice and style, | thought you might find it useful to take a look at
several paragraphs by two authors. When analyzing the work of a single author, you typically
ask yourself the following types of questions: What themes does this author explore? What
types of evidence does he or she use? What is the voice? How does she or he shape
introductions? Conclusions?

1) Let’s start small. Open Questions has a copy of Scott Russell Sanders’ essay “Looking at
Women.” Together we’ll read out loud the opening paragraphs.

When we have finished, take a look at this paragraph, from Sanders’ essay “The Inheritance of
Tools™:

At just about the hour when my father died, soon after dawn one February morning when ice coated the
windows like cataracts, | banged my thumb with a hammer. Naturally | swore at the hammer, the reckless
thing, and in the moment of swearing | thought of what my father would say: "If you'd try hitting the nail
it would go in a whole lot faster. Don't you know your thumb's not as hard as that hammer?" We both
were doing carpentry that day, but far apart. He was building cupboards at my brother's place in Okla-
homa; | was at home in Indiana, putting up a wall in the basement to make a bedroom for my daughter.
By the time my mother called with news of his death - the long distance wires whittling her voice until it
seemed too thin to bear the weight of what she had to say - my thumb was swollen. A week or so later a
white scar in the shape of a crescent moon began to show above the cuticle, and month by month it rose
across the pink sky of my thumbnail. It took the better part of a year for the scar to disappear, and every
time | noticed it | thought of my father.

The hammer had belonged to him, and to his father before him. The three of us have used it to build
houses and barns and chicken coops, to upholster chairs and crack walnuts, to make doll furniture and
bookshelves and jewelry boxes. The head is scratched and pockmarked, like an old plowshare that has
been working rocky fields, and it gives off the sort of dull sheen you see on fast creek water in the shade.
It is a finishing hammer, about the weight of a bread loaf, too light, really, for framing walls, too heavy
for cabinet work, with a curved claw for pulling nails, a rounded head for pounding, a fluted neck for
looks, and a hickory handle for strength.

2) Let’s expand the concept. Gladwell’s essay “Big and Bad” appears in Open Questions. Take a
few minutes now to reread the opening three paragraphs.

Here are the opening paragraphs to an essay by Gladwell called “Troublemakers: What Pit Bulls
Can Teach Us About Profiling” which appeared in The New Yorker on February 6, 2006

One afternoon last February, Guy Clairoux picked up his two-and-a half-year-old son, Jayden, from day
care and walked him back to their house in the west end of Ottawa, Ontario. They were almost home.
Jayden was straggling behind, and, as his father's back was turned, a pit bull jumped over a back-yard
fence and lunged at Jayden. "The dog had his head in its mouth and started to do this shake,” Clairoux's
wife, JoOAnn Hartley, said later. As she watched in horror, two more pit bulls jumped over the fence,



joining in the assault. She and Clairoux came running, and he punched the first of the dogs in the head,
until it dropped Jayden, and then he threw the boy toward his mother. Hartley fell on her son, protecting
him with her body. "JoAnn!" Clairoux cried out, as all three dogs descended on his wife. "Cover your
neck, cover your neck." A neighbor, sitting by her window, screamed for help. Her partner and a friend,
Mario Gauthier, ran outside. A neighborhood boy grabbed his hockey stick and threw it to Gauthier. He
began hitting one of the dogs over the head, until the stick broke. "They wouldn't stop,” Gauthier said.
"As soon as you'd stop, they'd attack again. I've never seen a dog go so crazy. They were like Tasmanian
devils." The police came. The dogs were pulled away, and the Clairouxes and one of the rescuers were
taken to the hospital. Five days later, the Ontario legislature banned the ownership of pit bulls. "Just as we
wouldn't let a great white shark in a swimming pool," the province's attorney general, Michael Bryant,
had said, "maybe we shouldn't have these animals on the civilized streets."

Pit bulls, descendants of the bulldogs used in the nineteenth century for bull baiting and dogfighting, have
been bred for "gameness," and thus a lowered inhibition to aggression. Most dogs fight as a last resort,
when staring and growling fail. A pit bull is willing to fight with little or no provocation. Pit bulls seem to
have a high tolerance for pain, making it possible for them to fight to the point of exhaustion. Whereas
guard dogs like German shepherds usually attempt to restrain those they perceive to be threats by biting
and holding, pit bulls try to inflict the maximum amount of damage on an opponent. They bite, hold,
shake, and tear. They don't growl or assume an aggressive facial expression as warning. They just attack.
"They are often insensitive to behaviors that usually stop aggression," one scientific review of the breed
states. "For example, dogs not bred for fighting usually display defeat in combat by rolling over and
exposing a light underside. On several occasions, pit bulls have been reported to disembowel dogs
offering this signal of submission.” In epidemiological studies of dog bites, the pit bull is overrepresented
among dogs known to have seriously injured or killed human beings, and, as a result, pit bulls have been
banned or restricted in several Western European countries, China, and numerous cities and
municipalities across North America. Pit bulls are dangerous.

Of course, not all pit bulls are dangerous. Most don't bite anyone. Meanwhile, Dobermans and Great
Danes and German shepherds and Rottweilers are frequent biters as well, and the dog that recently
mauled a Frenchwoman so badly that she was given the world's first face transplant was, of all things, a
Labrador retriever. When we say that pit bulls are dangerous, we are making a generalization, just as
insurance companies use generalizations when they charge young men more for car insurance than the
rest of us (even though many young men are perfectly good drivers), and doctors use generalizations
when they tell overweight middle-aged men to get their cholesterol checked (even though many
overweight middle-aged men won't experience heart trouble). Because we don't know which dog will bite
someone or who will have a heart attack or which drivers will get in an accident, we can make predictions
only by generalizing. As the legal scholar Frederick Schauer has observed, "painting with a broad brush"
is "an often inevitable and frequently desirable dimension of our decision-making lives."

Another word for generalization, though, is "stereotype,"” and stereotypes are usually not considered
desirable dimensions of our decision-making lives. The process of moving from the specific to the general
is both necessary and perilous. A doctor could, with some statistical support, generalize about men of a
certain age and weight. But what if generalizing from other traits—such as high blood pressure, family
history, and smoking—saved more lives? Behind each generalization is a choice of what factors to leave
in and what factors to leave out, and those choices can prove surprisingly complicated. After the attack on
Jayden Clairoux, the Ontario government chose to make a generalization about pit bulls. But it could also
have chosen to generalize about powerful dogs, or about the kinds of people who own powerful dogs, or
about small children, or about back-yard fences—or, indeed, about any number of other things to do with
dogs and people and places. How do we know when we've made the right generalization?



Here are the opening paragraphs to an essay by Gladwell called “Something Borrowed: Should
a Charge of Plagiarism Ruin Your Life” which appeared in The New Yorker on November 22,
2004

One day this spring, a psychiatrist named Dorothy Lewis got a call from her friend Betty, who works in
New York City. Betty had just seen a Broadway play called "Frozen," written by the British playwright
Bryony Lavery. "She said, 'Somehow it reminded me of you. You really ought to see it," Lewis recalled.
Lewis asked Betty what the play was about, and Betty said that one of the characters was a psychiatrist
who studied serial killers. "And | told her, 'l need to see that as much as I need to go to the moon.™

Lewis has studied serial killers for the past twenty-five years. With her collaborator, the neurologist
Jonathan Pincus, she has published a great many research papers, showing that serial killers tend to suffer
from predictable patterns of psychological, physical, and neurological dysfunction: that they were almost
all the victims of harrowing physical and sexual abuse as children, and that almost all of them have
suffered some kind of brain injury or mental illness. In 1998, she published a memoir of her life and work
entitled "Guilty by Reason of Insanity.” She was the last person to visit Ted Bundy before he went to the
electric chair. Few people in the world have spent as much time thinking about serial killers as Dorothy
Lewis, so when her friend Betty told her that she needed to see "Frozen" it struck her as a busman's
holiday.

But the calls kept coming. "Frozen" was winning raves on Broadway, and it had been nominated for a
Tony. Whenever someone who knew Dorothy Lewis saw it, they would tell her that she really ought to
see it, too. In June, she got a call from a woman at the theatre where "Frozen™ was playing. "She said
she'd heard that | work in this field, and that | see murderers, and she was wondering if I would do a talk-
back after the show," Lewis said. "I had done that once before, and it was a delight, so | said sure. And |
said, would you please send me the script, because | wanted to read the play."

The script came, and Lewis sat down to read it. Early in the play, something caught her eye, a phrase: "it
was one of those days." One of the murderers Lewis had written about in her book had used that same
expression. But she thought it was just a coincidence. "Then, there's a scene of a woman on an airplane,
typing away to her friend. Her name is Agnetha Gottmundsdottir. | read that she's writing to her
colleague, a neurologist called David Nabkus. And with that I realized that more was going on, and |
realized as well why all these people had been telling me to see the play."

Lewis began underlining line after line. She had worked at New York University School of Medicine. The
psychiatrist in "Frozen" worked at New York School of Medicine. Lewis and Pincus did a study of brain
injuries among fifteen death-row inmates. Gottmundsdottir and Nabkus did a study of brain injuries
among fifteen death-row inmates. Once, while Lewis was examining the serial killer Joseph Franklin, he
sniffed her, in a grotesque, sexual way. Gottmundsdottir is sniffed by the play's serial Killer, Ralph. Once,
while Lewis was examining Ted Bundy, she kissed him on the cheek. Gottmundsdottir, in some
productions of "Frozen," kisses Ralph. "The whole thing was right there,” Lewis went on. "I was sitting at
home reading the play, and | realized that it was I. | felt robbed and violated in some peculiar way. It was
as if someone had stolen—I don't believe in the soul, but, if there was such a thing, it was as if someone
had stolen my essence."

Lewis never did the talk-back. She hired a lawyer. And she came down from New Haven to see
"Frozen." "In my book," she said, "I talk about where I rush out of the house with my black carry-on, and
I have two black pocketbooks, and the play opens with her"—Agnetha—"with one big black bag and a
carry-on, rushing out to do a lecture." Lewis had written about biting her sister on the stomach as a child.
Onstage, Agnetha fantasized out loud about attacking a stewardess on an airplane and "biting out her



throat." After the play was over, the cast came onstage and took questions from the audience. "Somebody
in the audience said, 'Where did Bryony Lavery get the idea for the psychiatrist?"" Lewis recounted. "And
one of the cast members, the male lead, said, 'Oh, she said that she read it in an English medical
magazine." Lewis is a tiny woman, with enormous, childlike eyes, and they were wide open now with the
memory. "1 wouldn't have cared if she did a play about a shrink who's interested in the frontal lobe and
the limbic system. That's out there to do. | see things week after week on television, on 'Law & Order" or
'C.S.1.,"and | see that they are using material that Jonathan and | brought to light. And it's wonderful. That
would have been acceptable. But she did more than that. She took things about my own life, and that is
the part that made me feel violated."”

At the request of her lawyer, Lewis sat down and made up a chart detailing what she felt were the
questionable parts of Lavery's play. The chart was fifteen pages long. The first part was devoted to
thematic similarities between "Frozen™ and Lewis's book "Guilty by Reason of Insanity.” The other, more
damning section listed twelve instances of almost verbatim similarities—totalling perhaps six hundred
and seventy-five words—between passages from "Frozen" and passages from a 1997 magazine profile of
Lewis. The profile was called "Damaged.” It appeared in the February 24, 1997, issue of The New
Yorker. It was written by me.



