PLSI720
How to write response papers: more pointers
1. Don’t try to sum up all the readings. Identify one common “thread” in all the readings and craft a response to this.

2. Your response MUST be in the 1st paragraph and then must be sustained throughout the paper using examples from the texts.

3. What is a “response”? A response is an evaluation of an argument or arguments; a comparison/contrast of the arguments, and/or an argument you have developed while reading the texts. Some responses are more vehement than others – there is room for variation. Sample “responses”:

a. “All three authors agree that non-violent struggle is a political tool that, when used effectively, can yield great dividends. However, they disagree about whether this technique is the only morally valid agent of political change.” [Note: in this case, this quite mild comparative response was expanded throughout the paper as the author wove his way to a conclusion in which he determined that one of the author’s approaches was the most realistic.]

b. “It is unrealistic to think that people will always be able to refrain from violence in their lives, especially in the context of political protect and action.” [This paper would then go on to develop this idea but it MUST do so through a discussion of the assigned readings—do NOT go off on a general discussion without embedding your work in the texts]

c. “The problem with these works is that neither author addressed the appropriateness of nonviolent resistance in highly authoritarian regimes.” 

d. “Challenging our usual conceptions of violence and non-violence being quite distinct from one another, all these articles suggest there is a fine line between violent and nonviolent means.”

4. Substantiate and develop your response in the rest of the paper by using the texts.

5. A response is NOT: a book report style commentary, a criticism of the style of writing, or remarks that describe your personal reaction (this was “interesting”, I found this useful;” “this was hard to get through.”)
6. Make sure you engage the assigned readings. Demonstrate you have read them carefully. Be fair to the authors. 

7. Only use quotes as illustrations. Never use quotes to tell me what an author argues. Put arguments in your own words. Don’t use long quotes. 

8. When you quote or summarize specific ideas from the readings, you MUST cite page numbers or your work will be considered plagiarism.
9. Speak with authority. Cut out phrases like: “I think”, “it seems to me,” “from what I gather.” Do not undermine yourself with words like: “as someone who is new to this material.” 

10. Do NOT use the following adjectives: “interesting”, “best”, “great. “Interesting” does not tell me anything interesting at all about the arguments. “Best” is vague.

11. Write formally; it gives you more authority. Do NOT: use contractions (“it’s”) or  colloquial words like “totally” (i.e. “totally great”) or “gotta.” 

12. Don’t use your paper to make policy recommendations or other political points. 

13. Try the following phrases: “X argues that…” “Y suggests that…” “M provides us with …” ‘In contrast to M, X and Y suggest that…”

14. Write ACTIVELY. Do your verbs “move” your writing along? If not, scrap them!
 (Nicole Watts, 02/2004)

