Reading and Writing class advice (2018 class)
By Nousmonkey
email: nousmonkey@gmail.com

*In 2020, the teacher for Reading and Writing changed… but I hope that this writing advice will remain helpful. 

Key points from books and texts on writing:

From Jan Bransen (“How to Write a Philosophical Essay”)
What is the problem you are writing about? Be as specific as possible, choose a small problem connected to a big issue—in this way you are able to cover it into an argument.
Why are you writing it? To show that the world is taking a wrong turn due to wrong intuitions, correct them.
For whom do you write it? Picture the reader and adapt to his/her assumptions—explain important elements step by step.
How do I make my case? You need to have a hypothesis which you defend it with arguments. 
Introduction—present what you write about/bait to the readerpresent the problempresent content of paper. In conclusion—state what are the broader implication in your text.

From Lambuth (The Golden Book):
Writing is like a guidepost, guide the reader along the road. Do not stop at each sentence to make it perfectly, go with the flow and afterwards edit it. It is important to be dynamic in style, use verbs, and the subject needs to be near the verb. Short sentences are preferable over complicate and boring style. (but not only short sentences, don’t be boring)

From Sinzer (How to Write Well):
Style comes naturally out of you (no need to artificially build it). Be aware of clutter—revise + revise and revise—you would be surprised how many of the words used could be cut out from a paper draft (look over your text and put with red the words deemed useless). It is important to be attentive with words, to look at how other writers use words. The readers lose their attention easily, the introduction (first & second paragraph are especially important) to hook the reader… also the conclusion is important (it is that which will stick with the reader). Avoid unnecessarily complicated words, such as: “this junction in time” instead of “now”.

From Andrew Bennet and others (An Introduction to Literature, Criticism and Theory):
The text/world divide is an illusion; the literary text is expressing the world. See the post-structuralists (e.g. the quote by Foucault: ‘if language expresses, it does so not in so far as it is an imitation and duplication of things, but in so far as it manifests . . . the fundamental will of those who speak it’ (1970, 290).  
“Poststructuralists ask what it means to say that a literary text is different from, separate from the world. Shouldn’t we say, rather, that such texts actually make up our world? How can an act of inscription or an act of reading not be part of the world? Is there a world without such acts? In a later chapter, we look at the ways in which texts may be considered as performative, as acts of language which themselves do things, as well as just talk about things. In this chapter, we shall explore the idea that literary texts are acts that destabilize the very notion of the world and that disturb all assumptions about a separation between world and text” (Andrew Bennet, page 29) —think about writing as the act of doing something to the world.


From Claire Colebrook (Routledge Critical Thinkers: Gilles Derrida): 
I just started to read about Derrida, and his “deconstruction” is really interesting, also the advice of slowing down (especially important during reading a text). Do other tasks faster in order to have the proper time to read and write academic texts properly. The whole introduction, to the handbook, is about deconstructing a simple question: “Why Derrida?”. Reading this introduction will give you knew tools, a sharp look on thinking about any though/text/discourse. I find this an interesting advice for academic writing. 

Here are my notes on the “Why Derrida?” chapter from this handbook + the next chapter on deconstruction:
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My own advice on structuring a text
· For technical and grammatical elements use Grammarly and seek The Elements of Style.
· In my view, another important element is logic—when reading philosophical texts be attentive at language, argument patterns etc. It is obvious, but a worthy reminder.
· Errors can spring either from improper empirical research/argumentation or from misunderstanding between writer and reader. If it is the latter, it is likely that the writer did not made explicit their implicit assumptions. 
· Some paragraphs can seem clear for the writer, but they are not for the reader. A sentence can be interpreted in more ways than one would first think of. [E.g. you can refer to causality at least in these two ways: one is the concept of causality (which can be affirmed or denied) and the other is ontological causality (that thing which is not a concept to be wondered about, but a physical fact that, if it exists, waits to be discovered)].
· After you write a text, always give it to one of your friends/relatives to look at it. Most likely, they will give advice you did not think of.
· Order — Logic —special attention to word usage and underling intuitions behind the propositions emanated through sentences (proposition=conceptual content; sentence=the form, the words through which the proposition is expressed). 
· Using websites like Mindmup/or the Mindnode app can aid in structuring arguments. Mindmup is focused especially on argument structure. For a site focused more on linking concepts, download Mindnode.
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Deconstruction



Funny Stuff



In order for a promise to be a 
promise it must be non-
fulfillable. It is a structurally 
necessary possibility that the 
promise might turn out not to be 
realised.



This ‘failure’ at the heart of the 
performative utterance is not so 
much an accident waiting to 
happen, but an essential aspect.



Every performative is spooky 
and perverse, haunted by the 
unthinkable or ‘death’.



Derrida is not primarily 
interested, indeed, in the 
successes or triumphs of doing 
things with words as such. His 
interest in speech act theory has 
rather to do with experiences of 
failure, weakness, the improper 
or supposedly excluded or 
‘inappropriate’. He is fascinated 
by the notion that what is most 
powerful is ‘often the most
4 disarming feebleness’ (TSICL 
59; cf. TS 64).



If it is a necessary possibility 
that a performative can fail, 
there is no performative that is 
not haunted by this failure, this 
disturbance or perversion.



Derrida invented the notion of 
the  perverformative.



Derrida’s concern is to elaborate 
a new theory and practice of the 
performative, a kind of thinking 
‘dissociated from the notion of 
presence that people always 
attach to the performative’



3) Defining Deconstruction



There is no one definition of 
deconstruction — it is not an 
‘ism’. It is not a: critical method 
or tool.



Two definitions given in the 
handbook



Deconstruction is a dislocation/
irruption that disorganises the 
entire inherited order, it spread 
through the entire system4) Seismic Communications



The earthquake can show up in 
the smallest crack, the slightest 
tremor.



Deconstruction involves a 
seismological attentiveness to 
the tiniest details



Deconstruction begins, among
other things, with a profound 
wariness concerning proper 
names.



“Descartes”, “Leibniz”, 
“Rousseau”, “Hegel”,
 etc. are not names of authors’: 
rather, he says, each are the 
name of a problem’ (OG 99)



There is no atom. Everything is 
divisible. Unity, coherence, 
univocality are effects produced 
out of division and divisibility. 
This is what gives rise to the 
elaboration of terms such as 
differance, iterability, the trace, 
the supplement: we will come to 
consider each of these in due 
course.



Its concern is to disturb, to de-
sediment, to deconstruct.



Deconstrucition is not simply a 
method/technique



the distinction between 
description and transformation, 
or between constative and 
performative, is never stable.



The strangeness has to do as 
much as anything else with the 
‘and’ of ‘description and 
transformation’. As Derrida has 
commented in an essay on the 
word ‘and’: ‘Wondering what the 
“and” is, what and . . . means 
and does not mean, does and 
does not do . . . is perhaps . . . 
the most constant task of any 
deconstruction’ (Etc. 285)



Derrida is driven by the desire to 
invent something new in the 
form of acts of writing which no 
longer consist in a theoretical 
knowledge, in new constative 
statements, to give oneself to a 
poetico-literary performativity at 
least analogous to that of 
promises, orders, or acts of 
constitution or legislation which 
do not only change language, or 
which, in changing language, 
change more than language.



 Derrida has tentatively defined
‘deconstruction’: as ‘plus d’une 
langue – both more than a 
language and no more of a 
language’ (M 15).



Everything happens in a 
context, no matter how 
impossible to correlate it initial 
seems



2) Description and Transformation‘speech act theory’ is about 
dividing utterances into 
constantive/descriptive and 
performative utterance 



Performative 
utterances=through which you 
do something



There is no pure performative 
act, a performative act can fail 
(e.g. I promise to you but I fail to 
deliver you the promise)



By this is meant that reading 
Derrida transforms the way we 
look at existing philosophical 
and literature text (Derrida is a 
very attentive reader of texts)



Just by describing a text, 
Derrida transforms our 
perspective on it



Examples: promises, threats, 
prayers, confessions, 
benedictions, maledictions, 
challenges, bets, declarations of 
love or war, fatwa or jihad, acts 
of naming, acts of founding



1) Intro



What is the relationship between 
description and transform, the 
are opposites (usually). A 
description=a text=is about 
telling something about the 
world. To transform=to change. 
A text is inner, how can it 
transform?



Hermeneutic attention
Obsession over dates and name



One is always a stranger to his 
her name
We use dates to arrest the flow 
of time/to eliminate differences/
to control



The sense of being called to 
account 



The idea of slowing down 



Nature of decision making
Any decision is haunted by the 
undecidable 



The undecidable cannot be 
pure: no completion is possible



It is different than 
indeterminacy=a simple ‘lack’ of 
something.



We need preparation and 
knowledge in a decision, but the 
undecidable will alway be there 
(you cannot predict every 
outcome)



Decisions are not pure 
‘active’ (rational acts), passion is 
also involved. 
How do we know that a decision 
taken place... that it is not the 
result of a cause, or calculation, 
a rule?



Disbelief: we neither fully 
believe in either death or 
immortality



Derrida



Hermeneutics (post-
structuralism) [division of 
Derrida invented by me]



Existentialism  [division of 
Derrida invented by me]



How to not think about Key 
Ideas



5.The phrase is easily construed 
in terms of ownership. (‘I have 
an idea and it belongs to me: it’s 
my idea!’)



4.The phrase ‘key idea’ has 
strong connotations of centre 
and pres- ence, of something 
present to oneself, to one’s 
mind, in one’s head. ( ‘ W ait! I 
have an idea!’ or ‘Look, to get to 
the heart or centre of the matter, 
here is the key idea!’)



3. The phrase ‘key idea’ implies 
a kind of discreteness: here is 
one idea, and then over there is 
another one, each one of them 
self- contained, as if in a little 
box of its own.



2.The phrase also sounds 
comfortingly cerebral, as if 
Derrida’s ideas, key or not, are 
after all ‘just’ ideas – exciting, 
difficult, even head- banging 
perhaps, but with no real 
connection to the so-called 
outside world.



1.The phrase ‘key ideas’ has the 
attraction of a kind of 
comfortable vagueness and 
impressionism, as if it is really 
simply a case of giving you the 
‘rough idea’. Death



Life (death) of the author



For him, it is important to look at 
the intention of the author of a 
text
To stay ‘why x author is 
important’ is to state why would 
he not rather be dead
To separate the author from the 
work is the death of the author



It is to think of the author not as 
a person, as a human being, but 
as a body of texts, of ideas.



Ghostliness, what it means that 
something lasts on



A 90’s philosopher, Derrida... 
etc.  It is something ghostly 
about it. As if, Derrida is not 
dead, what survived after all?



The strangeness of death



It is not in an opposite of life, but 
it is during lifetime, at the very 
heart of  — of: thinking, desiring,  
learning how to live



Blurring the difference 
between human and 



animal



He is also thinking about a new 
link with the machine. No 
memory can happen without 
mechanical repetition and 
writing. The mechanic is ‘death’. 



‘the origin of machines is the 
relation to death’



decentralisation/
destabilising



No Key Ideas



An idea is not only one’s alone 
—an author can be interpreted 
in multiple ways —> we might 
never know the key ideas of 
Derrida.



The idea of the Supplement:
The law of the supplement 
means that no ‘key idea’ is 
definitively separable from 
another in Derrida’s work and 
nor is it therefore essentially 
‘key’. So ‘the supplement’ is 
itself only one way of talking 
about this ‘key idea of no key 
idea’: it depends on the context, 
in particular on what text, 
situation, etc., is being analysed.



Decentring of the human 
subject, a decentring of 
institutions, a decentring of the 
logos.



No system can exist without a 
centre, Derrida wants to inspect 
and transform that 
centre,Deconstruction would not 
make sense without the 
structures to be deconstructed



No successively of history 



No diff between quotation and 
without them
Disorder of Identity



A constant/deep re-examination 
of discourse



Ideas are in the world, changing 
the world, not only abstract 
constructions











