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For me, it’s just about the sentences and the form. Concentrate, 
concentrate, concentrate. 

—George Saunders, 
winner of the 2017 Man Booker Prize, 

a MacArthur “Genius Grant,” and 
four National Magazine Awards 



  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
   
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

Contents 

Class Roster | ix 

1. Pay Attention to the World | 1 
2. Look Around. Listen. Feel the Air. | 4 
3. Te Rule of Tree | 8 
4. Schembechler and Ford | 11 
5. Te Team. Te Team. Te Team. | 14 
6. Break, Break, Break | 19 
7. Sound and Sense | 22 
8. Te Age of Pope | 24 
9. Poetry, Prose, and the Piano I Play by Ear | 27 

10. Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness | 31 
11. Virginia | 33 
12. Mutilations and Depredations | 37 
13. Short, Short, Kind of Long | 40 
14. Same, Same, Kind of Diferent | 44 
15. Self-Evident Truths | 46 
16. Life and Liberty | 48 
17. Paper #1 | 51 
18. Freakonomics | 54 
19. SuperFreakonomics | 57 
20. Attract and Announce | 59 
21. Culture Kick | 62 
22. Tesla, Lincoln, and Cadillac | 67 
23. Warby Parker | 71 
24. Te Weathermen | 74 
25. KKK | 77 

- vii -



   
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
   
  
  

Contents 

26. William Finnegan, August Wilson, and Ta-Nehisi Coates | 81 
27. Te Rule of Tree in Reverse | 85 
28. Do You Like Sentences? | 87 
29. Youth Is Not Wasted on the Young | 90 
30. Expressive Writing | 94 
31. Teen Spirit | 99 
32. Air Maclean | 102 
33. Saul Bellow and Philip Roth | 105 
34. Notes on Nuance: Review | 107 
35. Notes on Nuance: “Un-” and “To” | 110 
36. Experience and Expertise | 116 
37. Green Cards, Nudges, and Winston Churchill | 118 

Notes | 123 
Photo Credits | 133 
Acknowledgments | 139 

- viii -



Class Roster 
Teacher 

Professor Patrick Barry 

Student Major 

Ms. Amos Psychology 

Ms. Bart Business 

Mr. Boh Engineering 

Ms. Bristol Kinesiology 

Ms. Burke Political Science 

Mr. Carlos Biochemistry 

Ms. Carroll Math 

Ms. Cawlow Art History 

Mr. Dewey Education 

Mr. Farnof American Studies 

Ms. Franzoni History 

Ms. Henrietta Communications 

Ms. Ida Communications 

Mr. Leigh Film 

Ms. Maat Biology 

Mr. Marshall Political Science 

Ms. Nina Music 

Ms. Toth English / Creative Writing 

Ms. Warsaw Chemistry / Physics 

Mr. Wild English 

Ms. Yona Comparative Literature 

- ix -





 

          
  

 
 
 
 

 

  

1 

Pay Attention 
to the World 

Prof. Barry: We ended the last class by talking about Susan Son-
tag, the author of several novels, plays, poems, and essays, includ-
ing a very infuential piece called “Notes on ‘Camp.’ ” Incredibly 
prolifc, Sontag was once asked by an audience in South Africa if 
she had any advice for aspiring writers. Would you please read 
what she said, Ms. Toth? We’ll use her response both to preview 
today’s lesson on the Rule of Tree and to begin our version of 
“Previously On.” 

Do remember what “Previously On” is? 

Ms. Toth: Yeah. It’s where we do a short recap of the previous class 
before introducing the material for today’s class. 

Prof. Barry: Good. So then let’s do a little Previously On now, using 
what Sontag said about writing. Here’s her frst bit of advice. 

Ms. Toth: “Love words.” 

Prof. Barry: Here’s her second. 

Ms. Toth: “Agonize over sentences.” 
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Te Syntax of Sports 

Prof. Barry: And fnally, her third. As we’ll soon see, it’s probably 
not an accident that she chose a three-part structure to deliver 
her advice. 

Ms. Toth: “Pay attention to the world.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. “Pay attention to the world” is the one I want 
us to focus on. It’s a good reminder of what we talked about last 
class: using the Power of the Particular to enliven our ideas and 
observations. 

Take, for example, the following defnition of poetry by the 20th-
century writer William Staford. 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a fower in the parking lot of the Pentagon.” 

Prof.  Barry: Isn’t that great? Tink of all the less vivid ways 
Staford could have communicated that thought. He could have 
written the line this way. 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a fower in an urban area.” 

Prof. Barry: Or this way. 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a fower in the parking lot.” 

Prof. Barry: Or even this way. 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a fower in the parking lot of an ofce building.” 

Prof. Barry: But instead he wrote? 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a fower in the parking lot of the Pentagon.” 

Prof. Barry: See how each one of those details adds a little extra 
value to the sentence? Te fower, the parking lot, and espe-
cially the Pentagon all give the defnition a memorable level of 
specifcity. 

Ms. Toth: Yeah. Including the Pentagon was really clever. Same 
with the parking lot. 
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Prof. Barry: I agree. But let’s not overlook the detail about the 
fower. Tat shows something else we talked about last class: 
the importance of using restraint. Suppose Staford had picked a 
specifc fower. Suppose he wrote the following. 

Ms.  Toth: “Poetry is a rhododendron in the parking lot of the 
Pentagon.” 

Prof. Barry: Or this. 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a tulip in the parking lot of the Pentagon.” 

Prof. Barry: Or worse still. 

Ms. Toth: “Poetry is a rose in the parking lot of the Pentagon.” 

Prof. Barry: Wouldn’t a rose sound a bit too precious and con-
trived? Or think if Staford had included the exact name of one of 
the parking lots. Tink if he wrote “Poetry is a fower in Parking 
Lot B at the Pentagon.” 

Overkill, right? 

Ms. Toth: Right. Is that even what parking lots are called at the 
Pentagon? “Parking Lot A”? “Parking Lot B”? “Parking Lot C”? 

Prof. Barry: I’m not actually sure. But maybe one of you will take 
a trip out there the next time you are in Washington, DC. If you 
do, be sure to bring me back a fower. 
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Look Around. Listen. 
Feel the Air. 

Prof. Barry: Te way William Staford follows up his line about 
the Pentagon ofers an additional chance to do a little Previously 
On. Would you please read it for us, Ms. Yona? Both it and the 
Pentagon line appear in a poem of his called, straightforwardly 
enough, “Poetry.” 

Ms. Yona: “Look around, listen. Feel the air.” 

Prof. Barry: How many senses does he hit there? 

Ms. Yona: Tree. 

Prof. Barry: So not exactly the “strive for fve” we said to shoot for 
last class. But three out of fve ain’t bad, especially considering 
Staford uses just six words to capture them: “Look around, listen. 
Feel the air.” 

Let’s return, though, to what we did with the line about the fower 
in the parking lot at the Pentagon. Remember how we played 
around with the word choice there? 

Ms. Yona: Yeah. 
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Prof. Barry: Well, you can do that with all kinds of writing and 
other creative material. You can study it unit by unit. You can 
imagine alternatives. And then you can see how slight changes 
might alter the original efect. 

We even came up with a question last class to help us do this. 
Anybody remember what it was? 

Maybe you, Mr. Dewey? You seem to take good notes. 

Mr. Dewey: Sure. It was, “Why is it this way instead of another way?” 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s right: “Why is it this way instead of another 
way?” 

For example, why, Mr. Boh, do we use the term the “Fab Five” to 
refer to the group of superstar freshmen who led Michigan’s men’s 
basketball team to the Final Four in 1992? Why don’t we instead 
refer to them as the “Great Five”? 

Mr. Boh: Because “Fab Five” has a nice bit of alliteration. 

Prof. Barry: Good. And that’s probably the same reason, Ms. War-
saw, that you and your fellow physicists don’t use the phrase “Te 
Large Bang Teory” to describe how the universe was created, 
right? Instead, what do you call it? 

Ms. Warsaw: “Te Big Bang Teory.” 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Tese are somewhat minor examples, but the 
practice of asking “Why?” is nevertheless helpful. Don’t just accept 
the language you inherit. Tinker with the wording. Modify the 
syntax. Ask questions about whether a better way is possible. Few 
things in writing are fxed or inevitable. 

Consider, for example, that polysyndeton move we learned about 
during the frst class, the one we called the “Gaiman Grab” because 
the writer Neil Gaiman uses it so often and so well. Tat’s a perfect 
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Te Syntax of Sports 

example of a writer strategically tin-
kering a bit, as I think this next exam-
ple shows. It comes from Gaiman’s 
2013 book Te Ocean at the End of the 
Lane, which won the Locus Award for 
Best Fantasy Novel. 

Ms.  Warsaw: “Te kitten was afec-
tionate and interested and a good 
companion for someone whose sev-

enth birthday party had consisted of a table with iced biscuits and 
a blancmange and cake and ffteen empty folding chairs.” 

Prof. Barry: We can see the same move 
in a much diferent context if we look 
at an infuential essay by the Nobel 
Prize–winning economist Milton 
Friedman called “Te Social Respon-
sibility of Business Is to Increase Its 
Profts.” Addressing the argument that 
there are situations in which a cor-
porate executive has some individual 
“social responsibilities,” he could have 
written the following. 

Ms. Warsaw: “But in these respects he is acting as a principal, not 
an agent; he is spending his own money, time, or energy, not the 
money of his employers or the time or energy he has contracted 
to devote to their purposes.” 

Prof. Barry: Instead, however, he uses polysyndeton and throws 
in an extra or. 

Ms. Warsaw: “But in these respects he is acting as a principal, not 
an agent; he is spending his own money or time or energy, not the 
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money of his employers or the time or energy he has contracted 
to devote to their purposes.” 

Prof. Barry: Te example I really want to talk about, however, 
comes from the journalist Susan Orlean, who has written about 
all kinds of things: orchids, libraries, even the dog Rin Tin Tin. In 
a profle for the New Yorker back in 1993, she set her sights on the 
world of high school basketball and a phenom named Felipe Lopéz. 

We’ll turn to that example now. 
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Te Rule of Tree 

Prof. Barry: Susan Orlean actually went to school at Michigan. I’d 
like to think what she learned here helped her write the wonder-
ful opening sentence of the magazine profle on Felipe Lopéz I 
mentioned. Would you please read it for us, Ms. Henrietta? As an 
aspiring journalist, you might want to steal some of her moves. 

Ms. Henrietta: “White men in suits follow Felipe Lopéz every-
where he goes.” 

Prof. Barry: Pretty good, huh? It seems to do what frst sentences 
should do: make you want to read the second sentence. 

Ms. Henrietta: Right. 

Prof. Barry: Let’s see if this next example accomplishes something 
similar. Orlean uses the Gaiman Grab move—or “polysyndeton,” if 
you prefer the technical term. 

Te move comes at the end of the sentence, so I am only going to 
have you read that part, Ms. Henrietta. Orlean has just described 
Lopez as being as “skinny as a bean pole.” 

Ms. Henrietta: “[He] has long shins and thin forearms and sharp, 
chiseled knees.” 

Prof. Barry: See the extra conjunction? 
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Ms. Henrietta: Yeah. She adds a second and. 

Prof.  Barry: Right. Now read the sentence again but this time 
without the frst and. 

Ms. Henrietta: “[He] has long shins, thin forearms, and sharp, 
chiseled knees.” 

Prof. Barry: Not quite as good, is it? 

Ms. Henrietta: No. It loses some of its rhythm. 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. We can see the same move in two additional 
examples. Te frst comes from Philip Roth’s Goodbye, Columbus, 
which won the National Book Award for Fiction in 1960. Te main 
character, Neil Klugman, is thinking about how good it just felt to 
run around the local track. 

Ms. Henrietta: “It was pleasant and exciting and clean.” 

Prof. Barry: Te second comes from another winner of the National 
Book Award: Sherman Alexie, for his book Te Absolutely True Diary 
of a Part-Time Indian. 

Ms. Henrietta: “We played [basketball] until the moon was huge 
and golden and perfect in the dark sky.” 

Prof. Barry: What I want you to focus on is not just the extra con-
junction but also the specifc number of units in each description. 

Ms. Henrietta: Units? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Alexie describes the moon as being “huge and 
golden and perfect.” How many units is that? 

Ms. Henrietta: Tree. 

Prof. Barry: How about when Roth describes the post-run feeling 
as “pleasant and exciting and clean”? 

Ms. Henrietta: Also three. 
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Prof. Barry: And the line we started with, by Susan Orlean: “[He] 
has long shins and thin forearms and sharp, chiseled knees”? 

Ms. Henrietta: Tree there, too. 

Prof.  Barry: Do you think that’s a coincidence? Do you think 
all these writers just happened to pick three as their organizing 
structure? 

Ms. Henrietta: Probably not. 

Prof. Barry: Nor do I. We are going to learn in today’s class that 
there seems to be something almost magical about arranging infor-
mation in threes. We’ll see this in well-crafted sentences. We’ll see 
this in well-crafted paragraphs. We’ll see this in all kinds of medi-
ums and messages, from commercials to contracts to comic strips. 

We’ll also see, when we return to Orlean’s sen-
tence in a little bit, that this “Rule of Tree” has 
both a straightforward dimension and a dimen-
sion that is more subtle. But frst I want to talk 
about some words uttered by someone whose 
ties to the University of Michigan are even 
stronger than Orlean’s, someone who is among 
the most famous fgures in the history of the 
school, or at least the history of the football pro-
gram: Coach Bo Schembechler. 
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Schembechler and Ford 

Prof.  Barry: What do you know about Coach Schembechler, 
Ms. Bristol? 

Ms. Bristol: A lot. 

Prof. Barry: I fgured. He’s a legend here at Michigan. 

Ms. Bristol: I also live right across from Schembechler Hall. 

Prof. Barry: Really? 

Ms. Bristol: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: So you’ve seen the big bronze 
statue of him? 

Ms. Bristol: Every morning. 

Prof. Barry: Do you know when it was frst 
unveiled? 

Ms. Bristol: Like 2015 or something. 

Prof.  Barry: Close. It was a couple years 
earlier, in 2013. Te sculptor, J. Brett Gill, 
graduated from the design school here and 
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also created the statue of President Gerald 
Ford, another Michigan grad, that appears in 
the rotunda of the US Capitol Building. 

Ms. Bristol: Ford played football at Michigan, 
right? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. Long before becoming pres-
ident in 1974, he won two national cham-
pionships as a center, linebacker, and long 
snapper. One year, the team voted him MVP. 

And after he graduated, the Detroit Lions 
tried to get him to turn pro. So did the Green 
Bay Packers. 

Ms. Bristol: Which team did he pick? 

Prof. Barry: Neither. He went to Yale Law School instead. 

Ms. Bristol: He chose law school over playing in the NFL? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah, the NFL wasn’t as big a draw then as it is now. 
As Michael MacCambridge points out in America’s Game: Te Epic 
Story of How Pro Football Captured a Nation, many players treated 
the league as a part-time gig, showing up only on the weekends 
and getting paid less than $100 a game. Pittsburgh head coach 
Johnny Blood even missed a game once because he forgot to put 
the date on his schedule. 

Yet despite never being a full-on professional athlete, Ford still 
managed to maintain a strong connection to sports throughout his 
life. He skied. He played tennis. And he often attended Michigan 
football games. He would also, later in life, occasionally call up 
Coach Schembechler whenever he was visiting Ann Arbor and ask 
if he could eat with the players at their training table. 

Ms. Burke ( jumping in): Did Ford ever play for Schembechler? 
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Prof. Barry: Nope. Schembechler 
didn’t start coaching until 1969, 
and Ford’s last season on the foot-
ball team was way back in 1934. 
By the time Schembechler arrived, 
Ford was the minority leader of 
the US House of Representatives, 
so he was playing a diferent and, 
in some ways, much more gruel-
ing sport: congressional politics. 
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Te Team. 
Te Team. Te Team. 

Prof. Barry: I mentioned that Bo Schembechler started coaching 
at Michigan in 1969. Do you know when he stopped? 

Ms. Bristol: I think 1989? 

Prof. Barry: So 20 years? 

Ms. Bristol: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: How many Rose Bowls did he take Michigan to? 

Ms. Bristol: 10. 

Prof. Barry: How many Big Ten Championships did he win? 

Ms. Bristol: 13. 

Prof. Barry: How about his number of victories overall? 

Ms. Bristol: At Michigan or total? He also coached at Miami Uni-
versity in Ohio for a little while. 

Prof. Barry: At Michigan. 

Ms. Bristol: Close to 200. 

- 14 -



 

 

 
 

 

 

Patrick Barry 

Prof. Barry: Has any Michigan coach had more? 

Ms. Bristol: Not yet. 

Prof. Barry: How about his record against Ohio State? Was it good? 

Ms. Bristol: I don’t know exactly, but I am pretty sure he won more 
games than he lost. 

Prof. Barry: And why is that important—to beat Ohio State? 

Ms. Bristol: Are you serious? You really need me to answer why it 
is important for Michigan to beat Ohio State? 

Prof. Barry: Humor me. 

Ms. Bristol: Ohio State is Michigan’s biggest rival. My little broth-
ers have “Beat Ohio State” underwear. 

Prof. Barry: So I’m guessing they would probably agree with the 
message of a clever ESPN commercial a number of years ago. It 
showed an Ohio State fan cuddling with a Michigan fan as the 
following words appeared on screen: “Without college sports, this 
wouldn’t be disgusting.” 

Ms. Bristol: Defnitely. I think my parents would rather hear that 
I was failing out of school than that I was cuddling with an Ohio 
State fan. 

Prof. Barry: And there are probably some Ohio State parents who 
feel the same way—only in the opposite direction. 

Tere was even a story a number of years ago about a little boy 
from Columbus, where Ohio State is located, naming his cancer 
“Michigan.” Te idea was that he would be extra motivated to 
beat the disease if he could say not just “Beat Cancer” but “Beat 
Michigan.” 

Ms. Bristol: I can respect that. 
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Prof. Barry: Me too. But what’s interesting about the rivalry—and 
especially the role Schembechler played in it—is that Schem-
bechler actually grew up in Ohio, right, Ms. Bristol? 

Ms. Bristol: It pains me to say so, but yes, Schembechler grew up 
in Ohio. 

Prof. Barry: And do you know where one of his frst coaching jobs 
was? 

Ms. Bristol: Ohio State. 

Prof. Barry: As an assistant to? 

Ms. Bristol: Woody Hayes, the coach Schembechler would eventu-
ally face when he took the job at Michigan. 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. People refer to their decade-long battle as oppos-
ing head coaches of Michigan and Ohio State as the “Ten Year War.” 

But as far as the beginning of that war goes, was Schembechler 
an immediate hit with the Michigan players when he frst started 
coaching? 

Ms. Bristol: No. A lot of them quit. 

Prof. Barry: How many is “a lot”? 

Ms. Bristol: I’ve heard as many as 65. 

Ms. Ida ( jumping in): Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Schembechler got of to a pretty rough start. 
But the experience did produce one of Michigan’s most enduring 
mottos. 

Ms. Ida: “Go blue”? 

Prof. Barry: Nope. “Tose who stay will be champions.” Aware that 
his grueling practice and training schedule may alienate some 
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players, he wanted to communicate that all their hard work would 
eventually pay of. 

A sign with the words “Tose who stay will be champions” was 
even put up in the locker room for everyone to see and remember. 

Ms. Ida: Did it come true? 

Prof. Barry: What do you mean? 

Ms. Ida: Did the players who stayed become champions? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah, they did. Very quickly, in fact. In Schembechler’s 
frst year, 1969, Michigan won the Big Ten Championship. And 
over the next two decades, every player who stayed and played 
for Schembechler for their full four years of eligibility won at least 
one Big Ten title. 

Ms. Ida: Tat’s pretty cool. 

Prof. Barry: I know. And here’s the best part, at least for the topic of 
today’s class: throughout that entire stretch, Schembechler stressed 
three things above all. You want to read them for us, Ms. Ida? 

Ms. Ida: “Te team.” 

Prof. Barry: Yup. 

Ms. Ida: “Te team.” 

Prof. Barry: One more. 

Ms. Ida: “Te team.” 

Prof. Barry: Tose six words—“Te team. Te team. Te team.”— 
have come to defne the Michigan program, perhaps even more 
so than “Tose who stay will be champions.” You’ll see them on 
T-shirts. You’ll see them on fyers. You’ll see them on programs 
and posters and Pinterest. 
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Mr. Boh ( jumping in): My mom has a cofee mug that says “Te 
team. Te team. Te team.” 

Prof. Barry: Did she go to Michigan? 

Mr. Boh: Yeah. My dad did too. 

Prof. Barry: Is that where they met? 

Mr. Boh: Yeah. Tey both played in the marching band. 

Prof. Barry: Well, the next time you are home and having breakfast, 
you can tell them that the words on that mug share an important 
structural similarity with everything from a poem by Alfred Lord 
Tennyson, to a famous song by the jazz musician Benny Goodman, 
to a key reminder when considering any piece of real estate. 

Each employs the straightforward version of the Rule of Tree, as 
we are about to see. 
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Break, Break, Break 

Prof. Barry: When I say the “straightforward version” of the Rule 
of Tree, what I mean is the point I mentioned before: we seem 
to like written and spoken constructions that come in threes. I 
don’t have a fancy theory for why this might be true. All I know is 
there is a much nicer rhythm to the three-part statement Coach 
Schembechler actually made—“Te team. Te team. Te team.”— 
than there is to the two-part statement he could have made. Read 
the two-part alternative for us, Ms. Nina. 

Ms. Nina: “Te team. Te team.” 

Prof. Barry: Tat doesn’t sound as good, does it? 

Ms. Nina: No. It feels like something is missing. 

Prof. Barry: Right. Te third “Te team” has a way of complet-
ing the thought. It makes Schembechler’s words more emphatic, 
more memorable. Like when real estate agents stress not just 
“Location . . . Location . . .” but? 

Ms. Nina: “Location . . . Location . . . Location.” 

Prof. Barry: Or think about the Victorian poet I mentioned ear-
lier, Alfred Lord Tennyson. I’ll give you the frst two words in the 
title of one of his poems: “Break, Break, ________.” Even if you’ve 
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never read it, I bet you can now fgure out the 
full title. 

Ms. Nina: “Break, Break, Break”? 

Prof.  Barry: Good. Literature is full of this 
version of the Rule of Tree. Remember the 
Japanese writer Haruki Murakami? We men-
tioned last class that he is an avid runner. 

Turns out he is also an avid user of the Rule of Tree, at least 
judging by the title of a novel he published in 1988. Read it for 
us, please. 

Ms. Nina: Dansu, Dansu, Dansu. 

Prof. Barry: Now the English translation. 

Ms. Nina: Dance, Dance, Dance. 

Prof. Barry: Or how about this excerpt from Vladimir Nabokov’s 
Lolita, a book that is as exquisitely crafted as it is morally troubling. 

Ms. Nina: “ ‘Tat was my Lo,’ she said, ‘and these are my lilies.’ ‘Yes,’ 
I said, ‘yes. Tey are beautiful, beautiful, beautiful!’ ” 

Prof. Barry: Each of these examples—the one from Tennyson, the 
one from Murakami, and the one from Nabokov—involves repeat-
ing the same word three times in a row. But that’s not the only 
option. You can also repeat the same sentence three times in a row. 

Toni Morrison does that, for example, in Beloved, which won the 
Pulitzer Prize in Fiction in 1988 and undoubtedly helped Morrison 
win the Nobel Prize in Literature a few years later. Te repetition 
comes toward the end of the novel in the form of a poem. 

Ms. Nina: “You are mine 

You are mine 

You are mine” 
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Prof. Barry: Tat rhythm has a nice musical quality, doesn’t it? 

Ms. Nina: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Keep that quality in mind as you experiment with your 
own uses of the Rule of Tree. In fact, some of the best examples 
of the Rule of Tree come from the world of music. Have you ever 
heard of a jazz musician named Benny Goodman? 

Ms. Nina: Defnitely. He’s the “King of Swing.” 
My parents love listening to his old recordings. 

Prof.  Barry: Great. One of Goodman’s most 
famous pieces has a Rule of Tree title. It’s not 
“Sing, Sing.” It’s? 

Ms. Nina: “Sing, Sing, Sing.” 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. And Goodman isn’t the only musician to take 
advantage of the Rule of Tree. Listen to the Beatles. Listen to 
Beyoncé. Listen to the “Happy Birthday” song and “Take Me Out 
to the Ball Game.” 

You’ll fnd the Rule of Tree everywhere there are people thinking 
carefully about words, rhythm, and structure. 
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Sound and Sense 

Prof. Barry: Repeating the same word or phrase or sentence is 
only one version of the Rule of Tree. Tere is also a more subtle 
version, a version that takes a pattern established in the frst two 
parts of your list and then varies it in the third part. We can think 
of this version in two diferent but related ways. Te frst follows 
an overall structure of “short, short, kind of long.” Te second 
reframes that structure a bit—not “short, short, kind of long” but 
“same, same, kind of diferent.” 

An example might help. Would you mind helping me work 
through it, Ms. Maat? It involves something you and I talked 
about in ofce hours last week: the environment. 

Ms. Maat: Sure. 

Prof. Barry: Great. Te example is a slogan you might have seen 
posted around campus, usually near garbage bins that encourage 
people to sort paper, plastic, glass, and metal from other forms 
of trash. It’s the “3 Rs” of recycling. Do you know what those are? 

Ms. Maat: “Reuse. Reduce. Recycle.” 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Te straightforward version of the Rule of 
Tree, which focuses on the pleasing sequence of having a list 
of three items, explains why we call those words the “3  Rs” 
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of recycling instead of, say, 
the “2 Rs” or the “6 Rs” or the 
“18.59 Rs.” 

Ms. Maat: Right. 

Prof. Barry: Te more subtle 
version, however, is going 
to explain something else. 
It’s going to explain why we 
start the list with “Reuse” and “Reduce”—two similar-sounding 
two-syllable words—and then end with “Recycle,” a somewhat 
diferent-sounding three-syllable word. 

In terms of content, the order of those words doesn’t matter. Te 
arrangement “Reuse, Reduce, Recycle” contains the same informa-
tion as other arrangements, like the arrangement “Reuse, Recycle, 
Reduce” or “Reduce, Recycle, Reuse.” Each of these lists communi-
cates the core message of the slogan. Each makes sense. 

But as writers, we need to think about more than just sense, at 
least in the narrow defnition of that word. We also need to think 
about sound, by which I mean rhythm, melody, pacing—all that 
good stuf. In writing, sound is a key complement to sense. 

Ms. Maat: Sound and sense? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. Writing is a combination of sound and sense. 

Ms. Maat: Did you come up with that? 

Prof. Barry: No. Alexander Pope did. 

Ms. Henrietta ( jumping in): Who’s Alexander Pope? 

Prof. Barry: We’re about to fnd out. 
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Te Age of Pope 

Prof. Barry: Has anyone ever heard of 
Alexander Pope? 

Mr. Wild ( jumping in): Wasn’t he a poet? 

Prof. Barry: Good. During what era? 

Mr. Wild: Te Romantic Era? 

Prof. Barry: Nope. Earlier than that. 

Mr. Wild: Te Renaissance? 

Prof. Barry: Later than that. 

Mr. Wild: What’s between the Renaissance and the Romantic Era? 

Prof. Barry: Te Age of Pope. 

Mr. Wild: Really? Tat’s what it’s called, “the Age of Pope”? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah, at least by some people. Pope was such a power-
ful literary fgure during the frst half of the 17th century that the 
period was labeled “the Age of Pope.” Pretty cool for a guy who was 
only four-and-a-half-feet tall. 

But just to clarify: the Age of Pope is more often referred to now 
as “the Augustan Age” or “the Neoclassical Period.” Tink Jonathan 
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Swift, who wrote Gulliver’s Travels and “A Modest Proposal.” Tink 
Samuel Johnson, who combined an astonishing amount of wit 
with an even more astonishing amount of learning. Tink satire. 

Mr. Wild: But Pope was the most infuential? 

Prof. Barry: For a while. Lines of poetry he wrote hundreds of 
years ago still get quoted in everyday conversation. You know the 
phrase “To err is human; to forgive, divine”? 

Mr. Wild: Tat’s Pope? 

Prof. Barry: Yup, that’s Pope. Same with “A little learning is a dan-
gerous thing.” Both come from a poem he wrote in 1711. And so 
does the phrase “sound and sense” I mentioned before. Pope uses 
it as the title for a small section of the poem. 

Would you mind reading the opening lines for us, Mr. Wild? Tey 
helpfully reinforce the idea that writing is not some miraculous 
product of random acts of inspiration but rather a skill you can 
develop, with the proper kind of practice. 

Mr. Wild: “True ease in writing comes from art, not chance, 

As those move easiest who have learn’d to dance.” 

Prof. Barry: And now the next two lines, where the idea of con-
necting sound and sense gets expressed. 

Mr. Wild: “ ’Tis not enough no harshness 
gives ofence, 

Te sound must seem an echo to the 
sense.” 

Prof. Barry: Another poet, Robert Frost, 
made a similar connection about 200 years 
later. Here’s what he wrote in a letter to 
his friend John Bartlett in 1913. 
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Mr. Wild: “I alone of English writers have consciously set myself to 
make music out of what I may call the sound of sense.” 

Prof. Barry: You can see from that “I alone” statement that Frost, 
who would eventually win four Pulitzer Prizes, was not immune 
to moments of megalomania. One prominent literary critic, Helen 
Vendler, even called him a “monster of egotism.” 

Mr. Wild: Tat doesn’t sound like a compliment. 

Prof. Barry: It wasn’t. But keep reading. Frost has other helpful 
things to say about sound and sense. He thinks understanding 
the relationship between them is an important part of becoming 
a writer. 

Mr. Wild: “An ear and an appetite for these sounds of sense is the 
frst qualifcation of a writer, be it of prose or verse.” 

Prof. Barry: In a moment, we’ll look at a literary icon who takes a 
similar view: Joan Didion. But frst I want to make sure everyone 
gets what Frost meant by “prose or verse.” 
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Poetry, Prose, and 
the Piano I Play by Ear 

Prof. Barry: Could you help us explain, Ms. Toth, the diference 
between prose and verse? 

Ms. Toth: Sure. 

Prof. Barry: Great. Start with verse. What’s verse, at least the way 
Frost uses the word? 

Ms. Toth: It’s another way of saying poetry. 

Prof. Barry: Good. And how about prose? What does that include? 

Ms. Toth: Everything that’s not poetry. 

Prof. Barry: Novels? 

Ms. Toth: Yup. 

Prof. Barry: Journalism? 

Ms. Toth: Yup. 

Prof.  Barry: Books about baseball, botany, or pretty much any 
other subject? 

Ms. Toth: Yup. 
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Prof. Barry: How about instruction manuals, business memos, and 
emails? 

Ms. Toth: Yeah, all of those things too. 

Prof. Barry: So prose is a really big category. It covers most of the 
daily writings we read and produce, right? 

Ms. Toth: Right. 

Prof. Barry: And Frost says that the frst qualifcation of a writer 
of prose—just like the frst qualifcation of a writer of verse—is an 
“ear and an appetite for these sounds of sense.” 

So maybe it is not so surprising that a fantastic writer of prose, 
Joan Didion, places tremendous importance on this kind of sound. 
Do you remember Joan Didion, Ms. Toth? We read from her “Why I 
Write” essay on the frst day of class. It’s the one that talked about 
“the infnite power of grammar.” 

Ms. Toth: Yeah, I remember. 

Prof. Barry: Well, Didion opens that essay 
by explaining why she picked “Why I 
Write” as the title. One reason was to pay 
homage to George Orwell, who published 
an essay with the same title about 30 years 
earlier. Te second reason contains her cel-
ebration of sound. Read it for us, please. 

Ms. Toth: “I like the sound of the words: 
Why I Write. Tere you have three short 
unambiguous words that share a sound, 
and the sound they share is this: I, I, I.” 

Prof. Barry: She then connects this sound to what she considers 
one of the main goals of writing. She connects sound to sense. 

- 28 -



  

   
  

 
 

 
 

 

 
  
 

Patrick Barry 

Ms. Toth: “In many ways writing is the act of saying I, of impos-
ing oneself upon other people, of saying listen to me, see it my way, 
change your mind. It is an aggressive, even a hostile act.” 

Prof. Barry: Later in the essay, she ofers a tidy way to think about 
this link between meaning and music, between the mechanics of 
writing and the melody words can produce. 

Ms. Toth: “Grammar is a piano I play by ear.” 

Prof.  Barry: Isn’t that great? Doesn’t it make studying gram-
mar much more inviting and fun, like it’s a chance to learn an 
instrument and be creative? 

Ms. Toth: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Didion apparently began this kind of approach at a 
very young age. In a book called Te Year of Magical Tinking— 
which is mainly about the death of her husband, John Gregory 
Dunne—she recounts how the interaction of sound and sense is 
something she discovered early on in life, well ahead of when her 
writing started appearing in magazines and books. Read the pas-
sage for us, please. 

Ms. Toth: “As a writer, even as a child, long before what I wrote 
began to be published, I developed a sense that meaning itself was 
resident in the rhythms of words and sentences and paragraphs.” 

Prof. Barry: So she’s making essentially the same point as Robert 
Frost and Alexander Pope, isn’t she? She’s saying that sound and 
sense go together, that they are intertwined and perhaps even 
symbiotic. Tey feed of each other. If you add some sound to 
a sentence, the sense gets better. If you add some sense, the sound 
gets better. Each enhances the power and efect of the other. 

Ms. Toth: Right. 
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Prof. Barry: Let’s keep this interaction in mind as we now return 
to the subtle version of the Rule of Tree. Relying only on sound 
or relying only on sense won’t help us fully understand and ulti-
mately borrow from the moves we are about to see, beginning with 
one of the most famous phrases in American history: “life, liberty, 
and the pursuit of happiness.” 
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Life, Liberty, and the 
Pursuit of Happiness 

Prof. Barry: Te phrase “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness” 
comes from which founding document, Ms. Franzoni? 

Ms. Franzoni: Te Declaration of Independence. 

Prof. Barry: Who wrote it? 

Ms. Franzoni: Tomas Jeferson. 

Prof. Barry: And? 

Ms. Franzoni: What do you mean “and”? 

Prof. Barry: I mean Jeferson had a lot of help. 
Benjamin Franklin gave him edits. John Adams 
gave him edits. Other members of the so-called 
“Committee of Five” gave him edits. And so did 
Congress. Te document was by no means a solo 
endeavor. 

Te acclaimed historian Pauline Maier has a nice 
way of capturing this fact. In American Scripture: Making the Decla-
ration of Independence, she titles a large section “Mr. Jeferson and 
His Editors.” Tere’s also a great painting of Jeferson, Franklin, 
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and Adams by the 19th-century 
artist Jean Leon Gerome Ferris. 
Tey’re working on the draft. Jef-
ferson is standing up, Franklin is 
reading intently, and there are a 
bunch of discarded pages on the 
foor. It’s a neat moment. 

What’s interesting, however, about 
the circumstances of the real draft-
ing of the Declaration is that, at frst, 
Jeferson was reluctant to take the 
job. He wanted Adams to write it. 

Ms. Franzoni: Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yup—at least according to Adams’s version of what 
happened. Later in life, long after the Declaration had been writ-
ten, Adams wrote about the experience to a longtime friend of his 
from Massachusetts, Tomas Pickering. Here’s a little bit from the 
letter. 

Ms. Franzoni: “Jeferson proposed to me to make the draft. I said, 
‘I will not.’ ” 

Prof. Barry: Te reasons Adams claims to have given Jeferson are 
pretty great. And guess how many there are? Not one. Not two. 
Not four. But—what’s been our theme today? 

Ms. Franzoni: Tree? 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Adams gave three reasons. Te Rule of Tree. 
You can’t escape it, even way back when our country was founded. 
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Virginia 

Prof. Barry: It is worth spending some time with the three reasons 
Adams gives. Tey’ll tell us a little about the Founding Era as well 
as a lot about the importance of having writing skills. 

Would you mind starting us of with the frst reason, Mr. Farnof? 

Mr. Farnof: Sure. 

Prof. Barry: Great. But let’s remember that this is just Adams’s 
version of how Jeferson became the primary drafter of the Decla-
ration. Jeferson’s version is much diferent. 

Mr. Farnof: “Reason frst: you [Jeferson] are a Virginian, and a 
Virginian ought to appear at the head of this business.” 

Prof. Barry: Why do you think that’s one of the reasons? Why does 
Adams insist that the author of the Declaration be from Virginia? 

Mr. Farnof: Wasn’t Virginia really important during the Founding? 

Prof. Barry: Good. In many ways, Virginia was the center of the 
colonial universe. Te frst successful British settlement, James-
town, was in Virginia. Patrick Henry’s “Give Me Liberty, or Give 
Me Death” speech was in Virginia. And many important politi-
cal fgures were born there, including George Washington, George 
Mason, James Madison, and James Monroe. So there was both 
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some symbolic value and some strategic value in having the lead 
drafter of this key document be from there. 

Yet Adams, who was from Massachusetts, provides some additional 
reasons why Jeferson was the right choice. Let’s bring in Ms. Amos 
to read this one, given that it involves one of Adams’s most 
important—and endearing—psychological traits: self-awareness. 

Ms.  Amos: “Reason second: I am obnoxious, suspected, and 
unpopular.” 

Prof.  Barry: Isn’t that great? Adam admits that he is not just 
obnoxious and not just suspected. He is obnoxious, suspected, 
and unpopular. 

Ms. Amos: Te Rule of Tree. 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. I should point out, though, that in his Pulitzer 
Prize–winning biography of Adams, the historian David McCullough 
suggests that all three of the reasons Adams gives in his letter to 
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Pickering are a bit revisionist. Tey were more a refection of 
Adams’s views when he was writing the letter, as a retired ex-
president, than a refection of Adams’s actual thoughts and behav-
ior at the time of the American Revolution. 

Still, it’s a cool, admirably candid thing to 
have written the words “I am obnoxious, sus-
pected, and unpopular”—especially because 
I bet Adams’s wife, Abigail, probably would 
have agreed, at least on certain days, with 
some of those adjectives. 

Tat’s actually one of the many great things 
about McCullough’s biography. You get to 
read a bunch of the over 12,000 letters John 
and Abigail Adams exchanged. Te same goes for Joseph Ellis’s 
book about their marriage. It’s called Te First Family. 

Ms. Ida ( jumping in): Was Abigail a good writer? 

Prof. Barry: Yes. She was a very good writer. Her letters are funny, 
they are nuanced—a true delight to read. She had a real knack for 
being witty and supportive and forceful all at the same time, like 
when she told her husband in a letter during the spring of 1776 to 
“remember the ladies” as he and the rest of the Founding Fathers 
were essentially rewriting the laws of the land. She prodded him 
to be more generous and favorable to women than lawmakers had 
been in the past. 

Ms. Ida: How did John Adams respond? 

Prof. Barry: He sort of dismissed her suggestion as a joke. It’s not 
one of his best moments, which is a shame, because in many other 
letters Adams is thoughtful, caring, imaginative, and quite forward 
thinking. And his sentences are, in terms of mechanics, incredibly 
lively and engaging. 
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Back in 2001, right around the time McCullough’s biography of 
Adams was being released, McCullough told the New York Times 
that he hoped that if nothing else, the book would make read-
ers understand how strong and engaging a literary stylist John 
Adams was. And McCullough should know: he’s won the Pulitzer 
Prize not once but twice. 

Ms. Ida: Did he win it for the Adams book? 

Prof. Barry: Yes. And before that, he won it for a book about Presi-
dent Harry S. Truman, a man who, after deciding not to run for 
reelection in 1952, moved to a small city back in his home state 
of Missouri named after the very document we’ve been talking 
about. 

Ms. Ida: Te Declaration of Independence? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. He and his wife, who was also his high school 
sweetheart, bought a house in a place called Independence, Mis-
souri. It’s where you can visit the Truman Presidential Library. 

Ms. Ida: Do you think the Truman library has a copy of McCullough’s 
book? 

Prof. Barry: You’ll have to visit to fnd out. 

- 36 -



 

 

 

  

 

  
 

12 

Mutilations and 
Depredations 

Prof. Barry: We mentioned that John Adams was a really great 
writer and that one of David McCullough’s goals for his Adams biog-
raphy was to show people exactly how good with words Adams truly 
was. All of this makes the third reason Adams gives for having Jef-
ferson draft the Declaration that much more remarkable. 

Would you mind reading it for us, Ms. Burke? Since you’re a polit-
ical science major, you might be particularly interested in the 
relationship between Adams and Jeferson. 

Ms. Burke: “Reason third: you [Jeferson] can write ten times bet-
ter than I can.” 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s probably my favorite 
reason of the three. It’s as if basket-
ball legend Larry Bird handed the ball 
to Steph Curry at the three-point line 
and said, “Here, take this. You’re more 
likely to score.” 

Yet—and this is key—even a writer as 
talented as Jeferson benefted from 
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other people’s input. Remember 
how I mentioned that Jeferson 
received detailed feedback from 
the Committee of Five on his frst 
draft of the Declaration? 

Ms. Burke: Yeah. 

Prof.  Barry: Well, some of that 
feedback came from Benjamin 
Franklin. Franklin took a phrase 
that Jeferson had written as “We 
hold these truths to be sacred and 
undeniable” and turned it into a 
phrase that is cleaner, more com-
pact, and now, world famous. Do 
you know it, Ms. Burke? Do you 
know the revision Franklin made 
to “We hold these truths to be 
sacred and undeniable”? 

Ms. Burke: “We hold these truths 
to be self-evident”? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. And the editing 
process didn’t stop there. After incorporating the changes sug-
gested by the Committee of Five, Jeferson submitted a new draft 
to Congress. Even more changes were made at that stage. 

Ms. Burke: How did Jeferson respond? 

Prof. Barry: Not well. Congress cut about a quarter of what he’d 
written. He called some of the edits “mutilations.” Other times, he 
referred to them as “depredations.” 

Tat said, the scholarly consensus seems to be that the edits 
Congress made weren’t mutilations or depredations at all. Tey 
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were improvements. Unnecessary words were deleted. Clunky 
sentences were rearranged. Te entire document was made more 
balanced and elegant. 

Ms. Burke: I’m guessing that wasn’t much consolation to Jeferson. 

Prof. Barry: Probably not. It can be hard to have people change 
and shorten your writing. Perhaps Jeferson even felt the way 
the writer Ayn Rand apparently did when one of her editors, Ben-
nett Cerf, asked her to cut big chunks of her novel Atlas Shrugged. 
Read it for us, please. 

Ms. Burke: “Would you cut the Bible?” 

Ms. Ida ( jumping in): Tat’s awesome. 

Prof. Barry: It gets better. When Cerf told Rand that she would 
have to give up part of her royalties to keep the manuscript the 
way it was—Cerf said he would need the money to pay for the extra 
pages—Rand agreed. 

Ms. Ida: Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. She was determined to preserve what she’d writ-
ten. Imagine if Jeferson had done that. Every Fourth of July, we’d 
celebrate a much diferent-looking Declaration. 
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Short, Short, 
Kind of Long 

Prof. Barry: Now that we have learned a little context about the 
drafting of the Declaration, let’s take another look at one of its 
most famous phrases: “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” 
We said before, Ms. Burke, that it can help us understand the sub-
tle version of the Rule of Tree. 

Here’s what I mean by that. Take a look at the lengths of the three 
units that make up the phrase. Te frst unit is? 

Ms. Burke: “Life.” 

Prof. Barry: Te second one is? 

Ms. Burke: “Liberty.” 

Prof. Barry: And the third? 

Ms. Burke: “Te pursuit of happiness.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. Notice the structure: short unit (“life”), short 
unit (“liberty”), kind of long unit (“the pursuit of happiness”). 

We can see the same sequence in a wide range of other examples. 
Here, for instance, is J. M. Coetzee, who won the Nobel Prize in 
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Literature in 2003, using the Rule of Tree in a letter to another 
accomplished writer, Paul Auster. Coetzee is talking about 
how he recently spent an entire day watching a cricket match 
between Australia, where he lives, and South Africa, where he 
was born. 

Ms. Burke: “I was absorbed, I was emotionally involved, I tore 
myself away only reluctantly.” 

Prof. Barry: Short (“I was absorbed”). 
Short (“I was emotionally involved”). 
Kind of long (“I tore myself away 
only reluctantly”). 

Or how about this next passage, from 
Michelle Obama’s memoir Becoming. 
She is describing the adjustment she 
had to make as an undergraduate at 
Princeton to the athletic culture 
there, having grown up on the South 
Side of Chicago with more traditional 
sports such as baseball, basketball, 
and football. 

Ms. Burke: “Lacrosse was a thing. Field hockey was a thing. Squash, 
even, was a thing.” 

Prof. Barry: Te “short, short, kind of long” structure isn’t quite 
as pronounced in that example. But you can nevertheless see its 
infuence in the placement of the extra word even in the third unit 
(“Squash, even, was a thing”). 

Perhaps my favorite example, however, comes from the documen-
tary series Last Chance U. Has anyone seen that series? 

Mr. Boh ( jumping in): I have. 

Prof. Barry: Good. What does it focus on? 
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Mr. Boh: College football. 

Prof. Barry: At big-time Division 1 programs like Michigan? 

Mr. Boh: No. At small community colleges. 

Prof. Barry: Do you remember where the frst couple seasons of 
the series take place? 

Mr. Boh: Yeah. At East Mississippi State Community College. 

Prof. Barry: And where exactly is East Mississippi State Commu-
nity College? What’s the name of its surrounding town? 

Mr. Boh: Scooba, Mississippi. 

Prof. Barry: Population? 

Mr. Boh: Oh gosh. At most maybe 800 people. 

Prof. Barry: So it’s not exactly a bustling metropolis? 

Mr. Boh: No. Not at all. 

Prof. Barry: It’s got more of a small-town feel? 

Mr. Boh: Defnitely. 

Prof. Barry: And perhaps a slight distrust of outsiders? 

Mr. Boh: Probably among some of the folks, yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s what I was thinking too. And let me say, I am 
a huge fan of small towns like that. Tey often have a wonder-
ful sense of self-sufciency and pride of place, as well as what 
I consider to be useful skepticism toward what other people— 
particularly people from big cities—are selling. 

Which may be why I got such a kick out of seeing the camera in 
the very frst episode of Last Chance U focus on a lawn sign that 
contained the following “short, short, kind of long” words. 
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Mr. Boh: “Private drive: Keep Out. No salesmen. No politicians & 
very few friends.” 

Prof.  Barry: J.  M.  Coetzee, Michelle Obama, and the property-
protecting residents of Scooba, Mississippi—the subtle version of 
the Rule of Tree is a tool all sorts of people can use and experi-
ment with. 
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Same, Same, 
Kind of Diferent 

Prof. Barry: Tere is another way to think about the subtle ver-
sion of the Rule of Tree. In addition to describing the structure as 
“short, short, kind of long,” we can also describe it as “same, same, 
kind of diferent.” 

Take the example from the Scooba sign in Last Chance U. Read it 
for us again please, Mr. Boh. 

Mr. Boh: “No salesmen. No politicians & very few friends.” 

Prof. Barry: If we describe that sequence as “short, short, kind of 
long,” what would we focus on? 

Mr. Boh: We’d focus on how the frst unit (“No salesmen”) has two 
words, so it’s short, and how the second unit (“No politicians”) has 
two words, so it’s also short. But then the third unit (“very few 
friends”) has three words, so it’s kind of long, at least compared 
to the frst two units. 

Prof. Barry: Good. How about if we describe it as “same, same, 
kind of diferent.” What might you pick up on then? 

Mr. Boh: Te change in word choice. 
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Prof. Barry: Explain. 

Mr. Boh: Te frst two units start with “No” and then are followed 
by a noun. “No salesmen. No politicians.” 

Prof. Barry: But the third? 

Mr. Boh: Tat unit starts a diferent way. Instead of the word “No,” 
it begins with “very few.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. Part of the reason I bring this point up is because 
there will be times when the length of the units in a Rule of Tree 
structure will be pretty much identical. So it would be weird to 
describe that structure as “short, short, kind of long.” Te better 
way to think about it is “same, same, kind of diferent.” 

A good example comes in another documentary series on col-
lege sports: UConn: Te March to Madness on HBO. Te featured 
program was the women’s basketball team at the University of 
Connecticut, which won 110 straight games at one point. Te fol-
lowing slogan was painted in big, encouraging letters inside the 
team’s locker room. 

Mr. Boh: “Play hard. Play smart. Have fun.” 

Prof. Barry: Do you see how each of those three units is the same 
length—just two words? 

Mr. Boh: Yeah. It’s like “short, short, short.” 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Which is why it’s more helpful to think of the 
structure as “same, same, kind of diferent.” Te frst unit starts with 
“Play.” Te second unit starts with “Play.” Ten, however, the third 
unit switches to “Have.” Te rhythm of the Rule of Tree is still there. 
It’s just powered by a diferent source. Not length but word choice. 

Sometimes, of course, both length and word choice power the Rule 
of Tree. To see how this works, let’s bring back Ms. Burke and 
return to the Declaration of Independence. 
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Self-Evident Truths 

Prof. Barry: Earlier, Ms. Burke, you helped us see how Tomas Jefer-
son used the Rule of Tree in the Declaration of Independence when 
he wrote about “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Can you 
remind us what we said about the unit breakdown in that phrase? 

Ms. Burke: We said that the phrase has a short unit (“life”) fol-
lowed by another short unit (“liberty”) but then ends with a kind 
of long unit (“the pursuit of happiness”). 

Prof. Barry: Good. And when we have a “short, short, kind of long” 
structure, the long unit always comes last, right? 

Ms. Burke: Right. 

Prof. Barry: So it would have been weird if Jeferson had written 
“life, the pursuit of happiness, and liberty.” 

Ms. Burke: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: How about if he had written “the pursuit of happiness, 
life, and liberty”? 

Ms. Burke: Tat’d be worse. 

Prof. Barry: Why? 

Ms. Burke: Because it might change the meaning of the phrase. 
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Prof. Barry: Good. You could read “the pursuit of happiness, life, 
and liberty” as the pursuit of three things: happiness, life, and lib-
erty. But that’s not really what Jeferson was going for in the Dec-
laration, was he? Life and liberty aren’t simply things to pursue. 
Tey are more fundamental than that. 

Here’s a more complete picture of the passage. It gives us a chance to 
notice two things. First, we’ll see the “self-evident” truths Jeferson 
was identifying. Second, we’ll see Jeferson doing something really 
clever: wrapping a Rule of Tree inside another Rule of Tree. 

Ms. Burke: “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men 
are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with 
certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty, and 
the pursuit of Happiness.” 

Prof. Barry: Did you catch the Rule of Tree wrapped in another 
Rule of Tree? Te phrase “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness” is a Rule of Tree move on its own, and it also creates, when 
taken together, the third unit in another Rule of Tree sequence: 

1. “Tat all men are created equal” 

2. “Tat they are endowed by their Creator with cer-
tain unalienable Rights” 

3. “Tat among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit 
of Happiness” 

Ms. Burke: Right. 

Prof. Barry: Add this wrapping tactic to your Rule of Tree tool kit. 
You can use it with “short, short, kind of long.” You can use it with 
“same, same, kind of diferent.” And you can use it when both of 
those structures mix together. 

You can also do something else: combine the Rule of Tree with 
alliteration. We’ll learn how to do that now. 
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Life and Liberty 

Prof. Barry: You and I talked about alliteration last class, Mr. Wild. 
Could you please remind us what it is? 

Mr. Wild: Sure. It’s when words that are near each other start with 
the same sound. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Can I get some examples? Tese can come from 
anybody. Just shout ’em out. 

Ms. Bart ( jumping in): Fantasy football. 

Prof. Barry: Nice. 

Ms. Warsaw ( jumping in): Bunsen burner. 

Prof. Barry: Good. 

Mr. Farnoff ( jumping in): King Kong. 

Prof. Barry: Te movie? 

Mr. Farnof: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Movie titles often rely on alliteration. Tink of 
everything from Dirty Dancing, to Willy Wonka, to Te Fast and the 
Furious. 
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It also shows up in all kinds of other titles: television shows, songs, 
books, restaurants, companies. If you want to make something 
stick in people’s minds, alliteration can be a really useful tool. 

In a little bit, we’ll even see examples of titles that combine allit-
eration with the Rule of Tree. But frst, let’s return to the Decla-
ration of Independence. Where do you notice alliteration there, 
Mr. Wild—or at least in the part of the document we’ve been look-
ing at? 

Mr.  Wild: At the beginning of “life, liberty, and the pursuit of 
happiness.” 

Prof.  Barry: Yup. Te words life and liberty both start with the 
same l sound. But then the pattern breaks. Te third unit in that 
phrase—“the pursuit of happiness”—starts with a diferent letter 
and sound. 

Mr. Wild: Yeah. It’s the structure “same, same, kind of diferent.” 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. L word (“life”). L word (“liberty”). Not l word 
(“the pursuit of happiness”). 

Same. Same. Kind of diferent. 

Mr. Wild: Right. 

Prof. Barry: Ward Farnsworth, who teaches at the University of 
Texas Law School, has a helpful way of describing this kind of pat-
tern break. He says that in these circumstances—well, I’ll let you 
read it, Mr. Wild. 

Mr. Wild: “Te ear welcomes the relief.” 

Prof. Barry: Isn’t that a nice way of capturing the efect? Another 
l word after “life” and “liberty” might have been overkill. 

Mr. Wild: Yeah. 
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Prof. Barry: We should actually be careful about overkill in gen-
eral with the Rule of Tree. When overused, the Rule of Tree can 
quickly become the Rule of Annoying. 

But for now, let’s look at an additional space where people seem 
to fnd it useful. It’s the same space we previously identifed as a 
common spot for alliteration: titles. 

- 50 -



 
 

  
 

 
 

 

 

17 

Paper #1 

Prof. Barry: Titles are valuable real estate. Tey’re often the frst 
thing readers see, which means they ofer a great opportunity 
for writers to communicate important information—about their 
subject matter, about their style and sensibility, about all kinds 
of things. 

Too many students fail to understand this point when turning in 
their own work. Here, for example, is the title used by 17 out of 
18 students for the frst paper I assigned during one of my initial 
college classes here at Michigan. Read it for us, please, Ms. Hen-
rietta. Given your background in journalism—where snappy, spe-
cifc headlines reign supreme—I think you’ll get a kick out of its 
blandness. 

Ms. Henrietta: “Paper #1.” 

Prof. Barry: Seriously. I counted: 17 out of 18 used “Paper #1” or 
something similar. 

Ms. Henrietta: Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. It was a pretty revealing moment. I remember 
announcing, “Okay, please raise your hand if the title of your sub-
mission was ‘Paper #1.’ ” Te frst few students who raised their 
hand did so without any hesitation. But then, as it quickly became 
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clear almost everybody was raising their hand, a helpful bit of 
group embarrassment surfaced. 

Ms. Cawlow ( jumping in): I’ve defnitely used “Paper #1” as a title. 

Prof. Barry: I imagine we all have, at some point. School often 
fosters a reactive approach to writing. It takes time to learn that 
everything from titles, to paragraph structure, to punctuation 
marks presents opportunities to shape how readers experience 
our words and ideas. Skilled authors—just like the skilled painters 
and sculptors you study, Ms. Cawlow—take full advantage of these 
compositional choices. Novices don’t. 

It can also be the case that the lack of something like a title sig-
nals larger issues with a writing project. I sometimes work with 
academics on articles and books they hope will either land them 
a job or get them promoted. Why do you think I get very nervous 
when the draft they send me doesn’t have a title? 

Ms. Cawlow: Because it probably means they haven’t yet fgured 
out what they’re really saying. 

Prof.  Barry: Exactly. I understand, of course, that a title may 
change throughout the drafting process. We mentioned last class 
that Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen was originally called First 
Impressions and that Te Great Gatsby had a whole bunch of initial 
titles, including Te High-Bouncing Lover, Trimalchio in West Egg, 
and Among the Ash Heaps and Millionaires. 

We could add to this list To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee— 
which was at some point just Atticus—and also Catch-22 by Joseph 
Heller. Tat started out as Catch-11. 

Ms. Cawlow: Really? 

Prof.  Barry: Yeah. Tere are lots of examples of these kinds of 
changes. War and Peace wasn’t always War and Peace. Gone with the 
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Wind wasn’t always Gone with the Wind. Nor was 1984 always 1984. 
George Orwell started with the title Te Last Man in Europe. 

But at least he started with something. Which is why I want us 
to spend at least a little time talking about titles. You’re going to 
need them for papers. You’re going to need them for presentations. 
You’re also going to want to keep them in mind every time you 
write an important email, whether here at Michigan or when 
you graduate and get a job. 

Lord help us if the frst email you send your boss shows up in her 
inbox with the following subject line. 

Ms. Cawlow: “Email #1.” 
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Freakonomics 

Prof. Barry: Let’s start our discussion of titles by looking at one 
from the world of books: Freakonomics by the economist Steven 
Levitt and the journalist Stephen Dubner. It’s become a big hit, 
and you can now see the title everywhere. Tere’s a podcast called 
Freakonomics. Tere’s a movie called Freakonomics. And there are 
tons of other book titles that pay homage to its structure. Soccer-
nomics. Womenomics. Tere’s even an Emotionomics. 

But early reviewers weren’t always kind. Many criticized it. Some 
mocked it. Nor was the publisher a big fan. Here’s a story Levitt 
and Dubner have told about the initial feedback they received. 

Let’s have you read the Dubner half of the conversation, Ms. Ida, 
given that you and he share an interest in journalism. And let’s 
have Mr. Dewey read the Levitt part, since we learned in our frst 
class that you grew up in Hyde Park, which is where Levitt teaches. 

Mr. Dewey: He teaches at the University of Chicago? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. He has a position in the economics department 
and at the business school. But the conversation about the title 
begins with Dubner speaking. So, Ms. Ida, you start us of. 
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Ms. Ida: “Levitt, do you remember the publisher’s response to the 
title Freakonomics?” 

Mr. Dewey: “Oh, they hated the title Freakonomics. I mean, I think 
what they said to us was, ‘We gave you way too big an advance to 
call this book Freakonomics.’ ” 

Ms. Ida: “I dug up some old emails. Let me read you a couple. 
So this is one. It’s from our editor at the time.” 

Prof. Barry: Te email says that the editor presented the book to 
the sales department and got an enthusiastic reaction about the 
content but that people were “uneasy” about the title. 

I highlight the word uneasy because Levitt then explains what 
the editor really meant. 

Mr. Dewey: “Now the funny thing about that is when she says 
they were ‘uneasy,’ that means they hated it more than any-
thing. Because no one in publishing will ever tell you the truth. 
I’ve never heard one word of bad news conveyed honestly in 
publishing.” 

Prof. Barry: Isn’t that interesting? A title that is now recognized 
around the world—that has become its own kind of brand—was 
originally hated by a whole bunch of people, including folks 
involved in publishing the book. Te editor even asked Levitt and 
Dubner to submit an entirely new list of possibilities. Here’s one 
they sent along, after consulting with the person who came up 
with the initial title, Levitt’s sister Linda. 

Ms. Ida: Economics Gone Wild. 

Prof. Barry: Here’s another. 

Ms. Ida: Dude, Where’s My Rational Expectations? 
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Prof. Barry: And there is also this next one, 
which references both the movie Bend It 
Like Beckham and the economist who 
coined the term conspicuous consumption— 
Torstein Veblen. 

Ms. Ida: Bend It Like Veblen. 

Prof. Barry: Compared to these alterna-
tives, the title Freakonomics starts to look 
a heck of a lot better. 
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SuperFreakonomics 

Prof. Barry: As nervous as Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner’s 
editors were about the title Freakonomics before the book came 
out, they seem to have become much more comfortable with the 
choice once the book became a New York Times best seller. Here, for 
example, is the title of the sequel, which came out in 2009, four 
years after the release of the original. 

Ms. Ida: SuperFreakonomics. 

Prof. Barry: Read the subtitle as well. It will help us start to see 
where the Rule of Tree fts in. 

Ms. Ida: SuperFreakonomics: Global Cooling, Patriotic Prostitutes, and 
Why Suicide Bombers Should Buy Life Insurance. 

Prof. Barry: See the Rule of Tree? 

Ms. Ida: Yeah. “Global Cooling.” 

Prof. Barry: Short. 

Ms. Ida: “Patriotic Prostitutes.” 

Prof. Barry: Short. 

Ms. Ida: “And Why Suicide Bombers Should Buy Life Insurance.” 
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Prof. Barry: Kind of long. 

Ms. Ida: Right. 

Prof. Barry: Now try this next title by the Pulitzer Prize–winning 
historian Doris Kearns Goodwin. Te book devotes a lot of time 
to your major. 

Ms. Ida: Journalism? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. 

Ms. Ida: Te Bully Pulpit: Teodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, 
and the Golden Age of Journalism. 

Prof. Barry: Good. I have one more for us. Let’s have Ms. Bart read 
it because the book comes from the world of business. Have you 
heard of Sheryl Sandberg, Ms. Bart, the chief operating ofcer of 
Facebook and author of Lean In? 

Ms. Bart: Of course. 

Prof. Barry: Here’s the full title of that book. It combines the Rule 
of Tree with a string of alliteration. 

Ms. Bart: Lean In: Women, Work, and the Will to Lead. 

Prof. Barry: You think that was an accident? 

Ms. Bart: Probably not. 

Prof. Barry: Neither do I. Tere are certain structures that skilled 
writers consistently rely on to clearly and compellingly commu-
nicate their ideas. 
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Attract and Announce 

Prof. Barry: Te Rule of Tree subtitles used by SuperFreakonomics, 
Te Bully Pulpit, and Lean In are not meant to be used indiscrimi-
nately. You might decide that having both a title and then a Rule 
of Tree subtitle gets a little too long and cumbersome. I often 
think that myself. 

Ms. Henrietta ( jumping in): Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Tree of the most cited articles in the world 
of law have elegantly short, straightforward titles: “Te Problem of 
Social Cost” by Ronald Coase, “Te Path of the Law” by Oliver 
Wendell Holmes Jr., and “Te Right to Privacy” by Louis Brandeis 
and Samuel Warren. No subtitle. No Rule of Tree. 

Tat said, what the subtitle approach ofers is a chance to simulta-
neously achieve two diferent but complementary goals: you get to 
attract readers with a catchy phrase—Freakonomics, Te Bully Pul-
pit, Lean In—and you also get to more fully announce the subject 
of your book, paper, or presentation. 

Consider, for example, a very infuential book on social capital 
published in 2000 by the political scientist Robert Putnam. Would 
you mind reading it for us please, Ms. Henrietta? 
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Ms. Henrietta: Bowling Alone: Te Collapse and Revival of American 
Community. 

Prof.  Barry: See how Putnam attracts readers with a catchy 
phrase—“Bowling Alone”—and then more fully announces what 
the book is actually about by using a subtitle? 

Ms. Henrietta: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Te psychologist Dan Ariely does the same thing in 
one of his own popular and infuential books. Read the full title 
for us please. 

Ms. Henrietta: Predictably Irrational: Te Hidden Forces Tat Shape 
Our Decisions. 

Prof. Barry: Finally, there is Robert Cialdini, one of the foremost 
experts on the science of persuasion. Last I checked, the following 
book of his had sold over three million copies. 

Ms. Amos: Infuence: Te Psychology of Persuasion. 

Prof. Barry: So keep this “attract and announce” approach in mind 
as you start to craft your own titles. Browse Google Scholar. Pick 
up the Michigan Law Review. You’ll see that many journal articles 
and research papers adopt it. 

But I want to reiterate something: this approach is not the only 
approach. You don’t always have to “attract and announce.” Some-
times you can just attract. Other times you can just announce. And 
you can certainly do something else entirely. 

Ms. Amos: We have options. 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. You have options. As additional proof, let’s 
now talk about a technique we saw back on the frst day of class, 
when Mr.  Boh and I were talking about the great 2013 Detroit 
Free Press headline from when the University of Michigan men’s 
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basketball team made it all the way to the NCAA championship 
game. Do you remember the headline, Mr. Boh? 

Mr. Boh: I think so. 

Prof. Barry: Good. We are about to revisit it. 
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Culture Kick 

Prof. Barry: So tell us, Mr. Boh: What was the headline in the 
Detroit Free Press? Tis was back in 2013. John Beilein was the head 
basketball coach at Michigan. Trey Burke was one of his stars. And 
after an incredible run in the NCAA tournament, the team came 
up a little bit short against Louisville in the fnal game. 

Mr. Boh: Wasn’t it something like “Hail NCAA Runner-Up”? 

Prof. Barry: You forgot a “Hail.” 

Mr. Boh: Right. “Hail, Hail NCAA Runner-Up.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. And what did that “Hail, Hail” refer to? 

Mr. Boh: Te Michigan fght song. 

Prof. Barry: Yup. Te song is ofcially called “Te Victors,” but the 
famous refrain keeps coming back to the word Hail. 

Mr. Boh: Right. 

Prof. Barry: So by referencing that “Hail,” what was the Detroit Free 
Press doing, Mr. Boh? What rhetorical move was the paper using? 
Tere’s a name for it we’ve talked about before. 

Mr. Boh: I think the frst time you asked me, I said, “It’s an illusion.” 

- 62 -



 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Patrick Barry 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. You did. But that’s not quite the correct term. 
You need to change a letter. 

Mr. Boh: Right. Te correct term is allusion. 

Prof. Barry: With an a? 

Mr. Boh: Yeah. With an a. 

Prof. Barry: Do you remember the other term we said we might 
use? It’s actually two words. Te frst is culture. Te second is? 

Mr. Boh: Kick? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. A culture kick. Like all the terms we have intro-
duced, you certainly don’t have to use it if you don’t want to. But 
past students seem to have found it a bit more helpful than allu-
sion, in part because you are not the only one, Mr. Boh, to confuse 
allusion with illusion. 

Plus, using the term culture kick has a way of communicating the 
jolt of recognition and extra meaning the embedded reference in 
something like “Hail, Hail NCAA Runner-Up” provides. It could 
be a song. It could be a book. It could be a movie, person, event, 
or idea. It simply needs to be a particular aspect of culture, some-
thing shared and familiar. Tat’s what you are harnessing when 
you use a culture kick. Tat’s what you are getting to do additional 
rhetorical work. 

Take the title of the ESPN documen-
tary about the 1999 US Women’s 
World Cup soccer team. Close to 
40  million Americans watched that 
team beat China in the fnal match, 
on penalty kicks. Mia Hamm was the 
most famous of the players. But 
the documentary also features Julie 
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Foudy, Carla Overbeck, Brandi Chastain, and goalkeeper Briana 
Scurry. Has anyone seen it? 

Ms. Bristol ( jumping in): I have. 

Prof. Barry: Do you remember the title? 

Ms. Bristol: Yeah. It’s called Te 99ers. 

Prof. Barry: And what do you think that’s a reference to? What 
other sports team does it call to mind? 

Ms. Bristol: Te San Francisco 49ers. 

Prof. Barry: Good. It’s not meant to be the most profound ref-
erence. It’s not drawing on Shakespeare or Proust or Einstein’s 
theory of relativity. But do you see how even just the sound of 
Te 99ers adds a little extra resonance and meaning to the title? 

Ms. Bristol: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Te same is true in another soccer example. Remem-
ber how we talked a few times about the Dutch national team? We 
mentioned Johan Cruyf and Wiel Coerver in our frst class and 
then also the midfelder Edgar Davids when we were looking at 
Roddy Doyle’s nuanced use of the word even. 

Well, in the 1970s, the Dutch team earned the nickname “Clock-
work Orange” for the precise, dependable way the players passed 
the ball up and down the feld. Any idea what that is a reference to? 

Ms. Bristol: Teir orange uniforms? 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s certainly part of the reference. Te Dutch orange 
has become an iconic presence in European and international 
soccer. But there is something else as well. A Clockwork Orange is 
the name of a famous novel by Anthony Burgess that eventually 
became an even more famous movie directed by Stanley Kubrick. 
Has anyone seen it? 
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Mr. Leigh ( jumping in): I have. I love Kubrick. 

Prof. Barry: Do you know when the movie came out? 

Mr. Leigh: Early seventies? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah, 1971. Which is right around the time the Dutch 
team started to get really good. Tey ended up making it all the 
way to the fnal of the 1974 World Cup, even though they hadn’t 
played in the tournament since 1938. 

Mr. Leigh: Did they win? 

Prof. Barry: No. Tey lost to the host country, West Germany. 

Mr. Leigh: West Germany? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Remember how we said last class that during 
the Cold War there were actually two Germanys? One was called 
West Germany, the other East Germany. We were talking about 
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the speech by Ronald Reagan when he said, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear 
down this wall!” 

Mr. Leigh: Right. 

Prof. Barry: Well, that wall divided West Germany from East Ger-
many. It’s one of the landmark moments of Reagan’s presidency. 

But it’s not—and this is a kind 
of fun fact—why the father of 
Cristiano Ronaldo, the famous 
soccer player, named him after 
Ronald Reagan. 

Ms. Bristol ( jumping in): Wait, 
what? 

Prof. Barry: Ronaldo’s dad was 
a big fan of Ronald Reagan. So 
he named his son Ronaldo. 

Ms. Bristol: Was his dad really into politics? 

Prof. Barry: No. He was really into movies, particularly westerns. 
Reagan, years before he became president, was his favorite actor. 
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Tesla, Lincoln, 
and Cadillac 

Prof. Barry: In a way, Ronaldo’s name is a kind of culture kick. 
Packing extra content into a word, it signals a connection to some 
other reference point while at the same time paying a form of 
tribute. Tink of how many people name their children Moses, 
or Mary, or Muhammed. Tink of the Spanish name Jesús. 

Mr. Dewey ( jumping in): So if I’m named after somebody else in 
my family, is that a culture kick? 

Prof. Barry: Maybe. I mean let’s be clear: culture kick is just a term I 
made up to help students understand how allusions work. It’s not 
a precisely defned category, or certainly a commonly used one. 

Mr. Dewey: Got it. 

Prof. Barry: But, yeah, I could see how being named after, say, 
your uncle or your grandfather could be a kind of culture kick. Te 
culture would be local. It’s your family. But the efect is similar. 

Te name, we might say, brings with it a desirable kind of baggage. 
It evokes something positive that’s worth remembering. Entrepre-
neurs do this all the time when they name their companies. Take 
Tesla, for example. 
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Mr. Dewey: Te car company? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Do you know why the founders of the company 
named it Tesla? 

Mr. Dewey: No. 

Prof. Barry: Anybody know? Where are our science and engineer-
ing majors? Mr. Boh? Mr. Carlos? Ms. Maat? Ms. Warsaw? What 
does Tesla refer to? 

Ms. Warsaw ( jumping in): A person. 

Prof. Barry: What kind of person? 

Ms. Warsaw: An inventor. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Tesla was a Serbian American inventor in the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries. Do you know his full name? 

Ms. Warsaw: Isn’t his frst name Nikola—so 
Nikola Tesla? 

Prof. Barry: Good. And what innovation did 
Nikola Tesla bring to the world of electricity? 

Ms. Warsaw: Alternating current. 

Prof. Barry: Which is? 

Ms. Warsaw: How a lot of electricity is still 
consumed today. 

Prof. Barry: Even though he developed it way back when—do 
you know? 

Ms. Warsaw: Early 1900s? 

Prof. Barry: A little before that. He developed it in the 1880s. 
He worked for and then became a rival of Tomas Edison, whose 
Menlo Park laboratory is now preserved at the Henry Ford 
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Museum about 45 minutes from here, in Dearborn. Has anyone 
been there? 

Mr. Boh ( jumping in): I have. 

Prof. Barry: It’s pretty cool, right? Especially the “Greenfeld Vil-
lage” part, where Edison’s laboratory and a bunch of other historic 
re-creations are located. 

Did you see, for example, the Logan County Courthouse while you 
were there? It’s the one in which Abraham Lincoln supposedly 
tried cases as a lawyer before he got into politics. 

Mr. Boh: I think so. Isn’t it near the Menlo Park exhibit? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Ford included the courthouse because he loved 
Lincoln. To Ford, Lincoln was the prototypical self-made man. 

Mr. Boh: Isn’t the chair Lincoln was assassinated in also at the 
museum? 

Prof. Barry: Te one from Ford’s Teater 
in Washington, DC? 

Mr. Boh: Yeah. 

Ms.  Ida ( jumping in): Wait, was Ford’s 
Teater, where Lincoln was shot, named 
after Henry Ford? 

Prof. Barry: No. Tat’s a diferent Ford. 
Henry Ford was only three years old 
when Lincoln was shot. He bought the 
chair around the same time that he also bought the Lincoln Motor 
Company. 

Ms. Ida: He didn’t come up with that name himself? 

Prof. Barry: No. A diferent Henry did, Henry Leland. He, like 
Henry Ford, was also a big fan of Lincoln apparently. But then 
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Leland went bankrupt and had to sell the company in the early 
1920s. Tat’s how Ford got it. It was a luxury brand from the start. 
Ford needed one of those, having just seen his rival General Motors 
acquire Cadillac, another company Henry Leland helped start. 

Ms. Ida: Leland helped start Lincoln and Cadillac? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. And like the Lincoln Motor Company, the Cadil-
lac Motor Company is also named after someone famous, at least 
in terms of the history of Detroit. Anybody know whom I am talk-
ing about? 

Ms. Burke ( jumping in): Te frst mayor of Detroit? 

Prof. Barry: Nope. Tink back to before there even was a Detroit. 
Tink back to the frst explorers. In 1701, a French adventurer 
named Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac founded Fort Pontchartrain 
du Detroit, which would eventually become the modern-day city 
of Detroit. 

Ms. Burke: And that’s why the car company is called Cadillac? 
After Antoine de la Mothe Cadillac? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. Tat’s why the car company is called Cadillac. 
American engineering with a little French branding. It’s a nice 
automotive combination. 
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Warby Parker 

Prof. Barry: Tesla, Lincoln, and Cadillac are pretty explicit about 
their culture kicks. Other organizations, however, are a bit more 
subtle. Tey use these kinds of references as a more indirect, play-
ful homage to particular people or ideas. 

Consider the eyeglasses company Warby Parker. Has anyone in 
here ever shopped there? Tey’re the ones who give you frames 
to try on at home. 

Ms. Carroll ( jumping in): I have. 

Prof. Barry: Great. Any chance you know where the name “Warby 
Parker” comes from? 

Ms. Carroll: No, I don’t think so. 

Prof. Barry: Two fake baseball players, each created by the writer 
Jack Kerouac. 

Ms. Carroll: Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. When Kerouac was young, years before he wrote 
his famous novel On the Road, he made up his own fantasy base-
ball game based on fctional players. He named one of the players 
“Warby Pepper”; he named another “Zagg Parker.” Te founders of 
Warby Parker simply put the two names together. 
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Ms. Carroll: Yeah. 

Tey rejected something like 2,000 
other possible names for the com-
pany. But now the words “Warby 
Parker” really seem to ft the brand’s 
ethos. New employees even get a copy 
of Jack Kerouac’s novel Dharma Bums 
as a welcoming gift. 

Not every culture kick turns out so 
well, however. Do you remember 
the massive explosion and oil spill at 
Deepwater Horizon in 2010? 

Prof. Barry: Te name of the project site was “Macondo.” 

Ms. Carroll: Macondo? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. Any chance you know what that is a reference to? 

Ms. Carroll: Another book? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. 

Ms. Carroll: By Kerouac? 

Prof.  Barry: Nope. By a Colombian—perhaps the most famous 
Colombian author ever. 

Ms. Carroll: I don’t think I know any Colombian authors. 

Prof. Barry: Maybe you know, Ms. Yona? Tis seems like the kind 
of question for a comparative literature major. 

Ms. Yona: Is it Gabriel García Márquez? 

Prof.  Barry: Yup. Macondo is the name of a town in García 
Márquez’s most famous novel, One Hundred Years of Solitude. 
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British Petroleum, the company that operated 
Deepwater Horizon, had a contest among its 
employees to name the project site. Te person 
who won picked Macondo. 

Ms. Yona: Tat’s unfortunate. 

Prof. Barry: I know. Great book. Great fctional 
town. But not exactly the association I imagine 
García Márquez would have wanted. Magical 
realism, which is the genre he helped establish, has come to mean 
many things. I doubt, however, he would have liked it linked to an 
environmental disaster. 
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Te Weathermen 

Prof. Barry: Let’s look at one more example of a culture kick, in 
part because it will help us transition to the darker side of what 
has been our main focus today: the Rule of Tree. 

Te example comes from a terrorist group with roots in an unlikely 
place—right here in Ann Arbor, at the University of Michigan. I 
don’t know the exact history, but I do know that at least one of 
the principal leaders was a student here. He majored in what you 
are majoring in, Mr. Farnof. 

Mr. Farnof: American Studies? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Tis was back in 1969 when a bunch of college 
campuses were erupting in student protests. A group of charis-
matic, well-educated activists on the extreme left of the political 
spectrum splintered of from something called the Students for a 
Democratic Society and decided that violence was an appropriate 
response to what they viewed as unjust governmental policies and 
programs, particularly in Vietnam. 

Mr. Farnof: What kind of violence? 

Prof. Barry: Mostly bombings. Tey bombed the US Capitol. Tey 
bombed the Pentagon. And they bombed a statue in Chicago. Twice. 
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Mr. Farnof: Why twice? 

Prof. Barry: Because after they bombed the statue the frst time, 
the city rebuilt it. So the group bombed it again. 

Mr. Farnof: Was anybody killed? 

Prof. Barry: Not in the Chicago bombing. 

Mr. Farnof: How about in the others? 

Prof. Barry: In the beginning, no. Te group initially focused only 
on empty buildings and apparently sent messages warning people 
to stay away. But three people did die in an explosion in New York’s 
Greenwich Village in 1970. A set of bombs intended to detonate at 
a military ball and at Columbia University went of prematurely. 
Te victims, however, were actually members of the group. Tey 
were the ones making the bombs. 

As for the name of the group, let’s see if you can guess it, Mr. Far-
nof. I mentioned that the name is another example of a culture 
kick, that it contains some sort of artistic, political, or historical 
reference. I’ll even narrow it down for you. Te reference involves 
a Bob Dylan song called “Subterranean Homesick Blues.” It’s a 
phrase in the song itself. Here are your options: “the Wind,” “the 
Whirlpool,” or “the Weatherman.” 

Mr. Farnof: None of those sounds very terrorist-y. 

Prof. Barry: But if you had to guess? 

Mr. Farnof: “Te Wind”? 

Prof. Barry: Try again. 

Mr. Farnof: “Te Weatherman”? 

Prof. Barry: Good. Tat’s the right answer—but the group made 
the phrase plural. 
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Mr. Farnof: “Te Weathermen”? 

Prof.  Barry: Yup. Te Weathermen. Later, when the members 
decided to go into hiding, the name changed to the Weather 
Underground. But the link to Dylan’s song persisted. 
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KKK 

Prof. Barry: Let’s turn to a much more notorious domestic terrorist 
group. Tis one didn’t start in Ann Arbor, but I am guessing all of 
you have heard of it. It is known by three letters—or rather one 
letter repeated three times: KKK. 

Can anybody tell us what those letters stand for? Maybe you, 
Ms. Franzoni. Perhaps you’ve studied the group in one of your 
history classes? 

Ms. Franzoni: Sure. KKK stands for Ku Klux Klan. 

Prof. Barry: Notice anything about the structure? 

Ms. Franzoni: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: What? 

Ms. Franzoni: Te Rule of Tree. 

Prof. Barry: Plus? 

Ms. Franzoni: Alliteration. 

Prof. Barry: Good. We said on the frst day of class that nobody has 
a monopoly on efective language, right? We might now expand 
that idea to note that there can be an ugly side to things like the 
Rule of Tree. Here, for instance, are some of the most infamous 
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words spoken during the civil rights move-
ment. Tey come from the inauguration speech 
of Governor George Wallace of Alabama, who 
vehemently—and often quite violently—fought 
eforts to integrate the South. 

Ms.  Franzoni: “Segregation now. Segregation 
tomorrow. Segregation forever.” 

Prof. Barry: Or how about this next example. It’s from a famous 
document in the savings and loan crisis of the 1980s and 1990s, a 
debacle that ended up costing taxpayers over $130 billion. 

Ms.  Franzoni: “Te weak, meek, and ignorant are always good 
targets.” 

Prof. Barry: Taken from a tip sheet used to help salespeople unload 
risky bonds and other fnancial products, it encouraged a culture 
of unscrupulous, even predatory, lending and selling. People lost 
their savings because of these bonds. Tey lost their homes. And 
a number of banks had to shut down entirely. It was a painful 
preview of the 2008 Great Recession. 

Or consider an infamous memo written by Breckinridge Long, the 
assistant secretary of state during World War II. In it, he outlined 
a plan to block Jewish refugees from immigrating to the US as they 
tried to escape Nazi persecution. Te passage you are about to read 
ends with Long combining the straightforward version of the Rule 
of Tree with some polysyndeton—that move where you add an 
additional and or other coordinating conjunction. 

Ms. Franzoni: “We can delay and efectively stop for a temporary 
period of indefnite length the number of immigrants into the 
United States. We could do this by simply advising our consuls to 
put every obstacle in the way and to require additional evidence 
and to resort to various administrative devices which would post-
pone and postpone and postpone the granting of the visas.” 
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Prof. Barry: Estimates are that, as a result of the postponement 
policy that Long proposed, something like 90  percent of visas 
available to Jews living in Europe were not awarded during the 
war. Tat works out to be about 190,000 people who could have 
escaped Hitler’s rule and sought safety in the US. Efective lan-
guage, as we’ve been saying, can be used to achieve some pretty 
terrible ends. 

In fact, Hitler himself used the Rule of Tree. Here’s part of a 
speech he gave in Munich on February 24, 1941, right around the 
time Germany beefed up its forces in North Africa. Read it for 
us, please, Ms. Warsaw. Hitler is insulting journalists who keep 
wrongly predicting he’ll fail. 

Ms.  Warsaw: “And so they kept on fxing new 
dates for our downfall, and now, in wartime, they 
are doing exactly the same thing. And why not? 
Tey are the same people, the same prophets, the 
same political diviners who prophesied the future 
so wonderfully when they were here.” 

Prof. Barry: It can be discouraging to see these writing moves used 
to spread nefarious ideas. But I don’t think that is a reason not to 
use them. I don’t think the appropriate response is silence. 

I’m not naïve about the power of words and their limits. I know 
they can’t block bullets, that they didn’t turn of the gas in Ausch-
witz. But I do agree with a statement attributed to Nobel Laureate 
Elie Wiesel, one of the more famous and eloquent survivors of the 
Holocaust. Read it for us, please. 

Ms. Warsaw: “Words can sometimes, in moments of grace, attain 
the quality of deeds.” 

Prof. Barry: Tink about Winston Churchill’s “Finest Hour” speech 
to the House of Commons in 1940 or the speeches Susan B. Anthony 
gave on women’s sufrage in 1873, right after she was arrested for 
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voting in a presidential election. Before 1920, it was illegal for 
women to vote in national elections. Anthony’s speeches helped 
change that. 

Or think about the Emancipation Proclamation and the Magna 
Carta, documents that had not only great legal and political signif-
cance but also great symbolic signifcance. Gandhi’s “Quit India” 
speech in 1942 is another one, as is Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have 
a Dream” speech in 1963. 

We could even go back to ancient Greece and talk about Peri-
cles’s “Funeral Oration” or the speech Socrates gave at his trial 
in 399  BCE. All of these have injected into the world not just 
ideas but ideals. Tey have provided people, movements, and 
sometimes whole governments with phrases that continue to 
inspire and inform—decades, centuries, even millennia after they 
were frst composed. Among these is a piece of writing that we 
have already looked at today and will return to in a moment: the 
Declaration of Independence. 

Ms. Franzoni ( jumping in): Are we going to talk about Tomas Jef-
ferson again? 

Prof. Barry: In a way, yeah. But frst I want to highlight another 
aspect of the Rule of Tree. It can be used not only within sen-
tences but also between sentences. 
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William Finnegan, 
August Wilson, and 

Ta-Nehisi Coates 

Prof. Barry: An example of the Rule of Tree appearing between 
sentences comes in Barbarian Days, William Finnegan’s Pulitzer 
Prize–winning book on surfng. Read it for us, please, Ms. Bristol. 

Ms. Bristol: “Nobody bothered me. Nobody vibed me. It was the 
opposite of my life at school.” 

Prof. Barry: See how the Rule of Tree works there? It’s the subtle 
version, where you vary the third item in the list. 

Ms. Bristol: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Talk us through each part. 

Ms. Bristol: It starts with “Nobody bothered me” and “Nobody 
vibed me.” 

Prof. Barry: So which part is that in the “short, short, kind of long” 
structure? 

Ms. Bristol: Tat’s the “short, short” part. 
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Prof. Barry: Right. Or I guess we could call it the “same, same” 
part of “same, same, kind of diferent.” What, for example, do you 
notice about “Nobody bothered me” and “Nobody vibed me”? 

Ms. Bristol: Tey start with the same word. 

Prof. Barry: And? 

Ms. Bristol: Have the same syntax. 

Prof.  Barry: Good. “Nobody bothered me” starts with a subject 
(“Nobody”), moves on to a verb (“bothered”), and then closes 
with an object (“me”). And we can see the exact same structure in 
“Nobody vibed me.” 

Ms. Bristol: Right. 

Prof. Barry: What about the syntax of “It was the opposite of my 
life at school”? 

Ms. Bristol: Tat’s a little diferent. 

Prof.  Barry: And what about its length, compared to “Nobody 
bothered me” and “Nobody vibed me”? 

Ms. Bristol: It’s a little longer. 

Prof. Barry: So? 

Ms. Bristol: It fts well as the last part of both “short, short, kind 
of long” and “same, same, kind of diferent.” 

Prof. Barry: Even though that structure stretches over multiple 
sentences. 

Ms. Bristol: Yeah. Te rhythm is the same, but the delivery is a bit 
more extended. 

Prof. Barry: Good. To reinforce the move’s versatility, let’s take a 
look at another instance of the multi-sentence version of the Rule 
of Tree. It comes from August Wilson’s acclaimed play Fences, 
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which is part of a series of productions sometimes referred to 
as “Te Century Cycle.” Also known as “Te Pittsburgh Cycle,” 
this series consists of 10 plays set in 10 diferent decades of the 
20th century, all of which take place in Pittsburgh and chronicle 
some aspect of being Black in America. 

Fences is the play in the cycle about the 1950s. 

Mr. Leigh ( jumping in): Didn’t Fences get turned into a movie? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. A very good movie, starring Viola Davis and 
Denzel Washington. Tey both won a bunch of awards for their 
performances. I think Davis even won an Oscar for hers. 

Te passage, however, comes from the character Denzel played, a 
former Negro League baseball player named Troy who, now mid-
dle aged, remains bitter that his athletic career ended before he 
wanted it to. “Bring your army,” he says, taunting the imaginary 
Grim Reaper he thinks he’ll soon fght. “Bring your sickle. Bring 
your wrestling clothes.” 

Do you see the Rule of Tree structure? 

Mr.  Leigh: Yeah. He intentionally puts “Bring your wrestling 
clothes” at the end. 

Prof. Barry: Because? 

Mr. Leigh: Because that sentence is a bit longer and structurally 
diferent from “Bring your army” and “Bring your sickle.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. You’ll see this kind of thing happen in market-
ing slogans a lot. Here’s an ad for Uber I remember seeing in a Las 
Vegas elevator when the company was frst trying to get traction. 

Mr. Leigh: “No card. No cash. No hassle.” 

Prof. Barry: And here’s one from a business a little closer to home— 
the Costco of of Airport Road, in Ann Arbor. 
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Mr. Leigh: “No hassle. No headaches. Just savings.” 

Prof. Barry: But perhaps the most interesting example comes from 
an article on mass incarceration by Ta-Nehisi Coates. Coates, who 
won a MacArthur “Genius Grant” the same year this piece was 
published, interviewed a number of folks in Detroit for the article. 
One of them, a woman named Tonya, had recently fnished serv-
ing a 20-year sentence for murder and a gun charge. 

Here’s how he describes the circumstances that led to Tonya’s 
crime, after sharing that her childhood was flled with foster 
homes and abuse, including getting a cigarette put out on her nose. 

Mr. Leigh: “Tonya began using crack. One night she gathered with 
some friends for a party. Tey smoked crack. Tey smoked mari-
juana. Tey drank. At some point, the woman hosting the party 
claimed that someone had stolen money from her home. Another 
woman accused Tonya of stealing it. A fght ensued. Tonya shot 
the woman who had accused her. She got 20 years for the murder 
and two for the gun. After the trial, the truth came out. Te host 
had hidden the money, but was so high that she’d forgotten.” 

Prof. Barry: It’s an unsettling story, and Coates does a nice job 
telling it as he tries to grapple with the complex moral, political, 
and economic issues mass incarceration presents. Tose of you 
interested in the criminal justice system might enjoy checking out 
the full article after class. It was published in the Atlantic in 2015. 

But right now, I want to call everyone’s attention to the three sen-
tences Mr. Leigh read after “One night she gathered with some 
friends for a party.” Would you mind repeating them, Mr. Leigh? 

Mr.  Leigh: “Tey smoked crack. Tey smoked marijuana. Tey 
drank.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. Taken together, they show us our next variant: 
the Rule of Tree in Reverse. 
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Te Rule of 
Tree in Reverse 

Prof. Barry: When I say “the Rule of Tree in Reverse,” what I mean 
is that instead of the structure being “short, short, kind of long,” 
it’s “long, long, kind of short.” Te example from Ta-Nehisi Coates 
that Mr. Leigh read for us illustrates that shift. 

Te frst two sentences—“Tey smoked crack. Tey smoked 
marijuana”—are not shorter than the third sentence (“Tey 
drank”). Tey’re longer. We get three words, three words, two 
words rather than what we might expect: two words, two words, 
three words. It’s a nice bit of inversion, isn’t it? 

Mr. Leigh: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Do you think it’s possible not just between multiple 
sentences but within a single sentence? 

Mr. Leigh: Probably. 

Prof. Barry: To fnd out, let’s look at a book called Te Writing Life. 
Te author is a woman named Annie Dillard, and she has pub-
lished everything from fction, to memoir, to poetry, to literary 
criticism. She also taught for over two decades at Wesleyan Uni-
versity in Connecticut. 
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Te Writing Life is her efort to share what it’s like to devote your 
career to flling blank pages with your own ideas and sentences. 

Mr. Leigh: “Te page is jealous and tyrannical; the page is made 
out of time and matter; the page always wins.” 

Prof. Barry: See what Dillard does there? She starts with two kind 
of long clauses that have a similar structure: “the page is jealous 
and tyrannical” and “the page is made out of time and matter.” 
Ten she ends with a short clause that has a somewhat diferent 
structure: “the page always wins.” 

And all of that happens within the same sentence. 

Mr. Leigh: Because of the semicolons. 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Because of the semicolons. 

Ms. Cawlow ( jumping in): So is the Rule of Tree in Reverse still 
“same, same, kind of diferent”? 

Prof. Barry: What do you think? 

Ms. Cawlow: I think it is. Te order isn’t really what we are used 
to, but “long, long, kind of short” is still “same, same, kind of 
diferent.” 

Prof. Barry: Good. Tat’s a key insight. Seeing structures within 
other structures is an important part of becoming a better writer, 
as is something else we can take from Annie Dillard: falling in love 
with sentences. 
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Do You Like Sentences? 

Prof. Barry: We’ll get to Dillard’s love afair with sentences in a 
moment. Tey’ll provide a nice preview of a topic we will be focus-
ing on in future classes: editing. 

But frst, let’s look at Dillard’s thoughts on why it can be good to 
wait to edit until you have fnished a full draft. Read them for 
us, please, Ms. Toth. Tey appear in the book we’ve been talking 
about, Te Writing Life. 

Ms. Toth: “Te reason not to perfect a work as it progresses is 
that .  .  . original work fashions a form the true shape of which 
it discovers only as it proceeds, so the early strokes are useless, 
however fne their sheen.” 

Prof. Barry: Keep going. 

Ms. Toth: “Only when a paragraph’s role in the context of the 
whole work is clear can the envisioning writer direct its complex-
ity of detail to strengthen the work’s ends.” 

Prof. Barry: Yet Dillard also points out that the opposite approach 
can work as well, if you are inclined to edit while you write. 

Ms. Toth: “Te reason to perfect a piece of prose as it progresses—to 
secure each sentence before building on it—is that original writing 
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fashions a form. It unrolls out into nothingness. It grows cell to 
cell, bole to bough to twig to leaf; any careful word may suggest 
a route, may begin a strand of metaphor or event out of which 
much, or all, will develop.” 

Prof. Barry: Finish the thought, please. 

Ms. Toth: “Perfecting the work inch by inch, writing from the frst 
word toward the last, displays the courage and fear this method 
induces.” 

Prof. Barry: My favorite part of Te Writing Life, however, is when 
Dillard shares the following story. It’s the one about falling for 
sentences. 

Ms. Toth: “A well-known writer got collared by a university stu-
dent who asked, ‘Do you think I could be a writer?’ ” 

Prof. Barry: Read the writer’s response. 

Ms. Toth: “Well, I don’t know. . . . Do you like sentences?” 

Prof. Barry: Now read what happens next. 

Ms. Toth: “Te writer could see the student’s amazement. Sen-
tences? Do I like sentences? I am 20 years old and do I like sentences?” 

Prof. Barry: Dillard concludes that if the student had liked 
sentences, he could have become a writer right away. 

Ms. Toth: Tat’s all it takes? 

Prof. Barry: Kind of. Because if you like sentences, you’ll put in 
the time to try to produce some good ones. You’ll commit years, 
even decades, to learning how to string words together in a clear, 
efective way. Tink back to our discussion of the Declaration of 
Independence and Tomas Jeferson. He certainly did that. His 
daily routine included an extended period of letter writing. “From 
sun-rise to one or two o’clock, and often from dinner to dark,” he 
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once explained to John Adams, 
“I am drudging at the writing 
table.” Tat’s how he was able to 
produce over 20,000  individual 
letters during his lifetime. 

Ms. Toth: 20,000? 

Prof.  Barry: Yeah, 20,000. And 
we’re not talking quick, email-
type notes. We’re talking multi-
page, exquisitely crafted treatises 
in some cases. Many of the letters 
he received required elaborate 
research to address and needed to be answered with what Jefer-
son called “due attention and consideration.” He wasn’t cranking 
these out with his thumbs while waiting in line at Starbucks. 

Nor did he just sit down and pump out the Declaration of Indepen-
dence in one day. As we said before, that document went through 
several rounds of editing. And although Jeferson certainly wasn’t 
pleased with all the changes made by others at various points, 
at least he was mature enough not to let his pride prevent those 
changes from being adopted. 

Which brings us to an interesting question: Does anyone know how 
old Jeferson was when he wrote the Declaration of Independence? 
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Youth Is Not 
Wasted on the Young 

Prof. Barry: So who wants to take a shot at our question? Who 
thinks they know how old Jeferson was when he wrote the Dec-
laration of Independence? Or maybe I should say “how young”? 

Ms. Ida ( jumping in): 57? 

Prof. Barry: Younger. 

Mr. Wild ( jumping in): 54? 

Prof. Barry: Come down a couple decades. 

Mr. Wild: 34? 

Prof. Barry: Now come down another year. 

Mr. Wild: 33? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. 

Ms. Burke ( jumping in): Really? 33? Jeferson was only 33 when he 
wrote the Declaration of Independence? 

Prof. Barry: Kind of crazy, I know. But yeah, he was only 33. And 
as a group, the Founding Fathers were actually a relatively young 
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bunch. Over a dozen of the signers of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence were, like Jeferson, under the age of 35. 

Remember David McCullough, the Pulitzer Prize–winning biog-
rapher of Adams we talked about earlier today? Here’s how he 
summed up how we see the Founders, in a speech in 2005. 

Ms. Burke: “We tend to see them as much 
older than they were, because we’re see-
ing them in portraits by Gilbert Stuart and 
others when they were truly the Found-
ing Fathers—when they were president 
or chief justice of the Supreme Court and 
their hair, if it hadn’t turned white, was 
powdered white. We see the awkward 
teeth. We see the elder statesmen. At the time of the revolution, 
they were all young. It was a young man’s/young woman’s cause.” 

Ms. Franzoni ( jumping in): But 33? Jeferson was really only 33 
when he wrote the Declaration? Tat’s crazy. 

Prof. Barry: I know. But there is something really encouraging 
about the youthfulness of the Founders. It means you can be 
pretty young, as Jeferson was, and still develop a reputation as a 
great writer, as someone people can trust to use words, positively, 
to change the world. 

Consider, more recently, the speechwriter 
Jon Favreau. He was only 25—just a lit-
tle older than all of you are now—when 
Barack Obama asked him to join his 2008 
election campaign. Favreau would eventu-
ally become the second youngest person 
in the history of the White House to be 
named head presidential speechwriter. 
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Ms. Burke ( jumping in): Who was the youngest? 

Prof.  Barry: A guy named James Fallows, who now frequently 
writes for the Atlantic. After college, Fallows went to Oxford for 
a couple of years as a Rhodes Scholar. He then did short stints at 
both the Washington Monthly and Texas Monthly before becoming 
Jimmy Carter’s head speechwriter. Like Favreau, he was still in his 
early twenties. 

Ms. Burke: Tat’s really young. 

Prof. Barry: I know. But so were a lot of other 
kinds of writers when they frst produced 
quality work. Mary Shelley, for instance, 
started writing the book she is best known 
for, Frankenstein, when she was around 18. 

Ms. Burke: Tat’s younger than I am. 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s younger than a bunch of you, I’m guessing. 

Which is a good reminder of something important: you don’t have 
to wait to be a writer. You don’t have to wait to make an impact, 
with your words, on the world. 

To take another example, in 2012, the journalist Sara Ganim— 
who was actually born near here, in Detroit—was the frst to break 
the story that Penn State football coach Jerry Sandusky sexually 
abused over 50 children over a 15-year span. Te team of reporters 
Ganim worked with at the Patriot-News, a local newspaper in Har-
risburg, Pennsylvania, ended up winning a Pulitzer Prize for their 
coverage of the scandal. 

Guess how old she was at the time? 

Mr. Wild ( jumping in): 25? 

Prof.  Barry: Younger. 24. And then there is a woman named 
Jackie Crosby. She was part of a two-person team at the Macon 
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Telegraph News that won a Pulitzer back in 1985. Tey did a spe-
cial series on athletics and academics at two major universities: 
Georgia and Georgia Tech. Crosby was just 22 when the series 
went to print. 

Or perhaps some of you have read the novel Te Red Badge of Cour-
age by Stephen Crane, the 19th-century author we said last class 
was a standout baseball player at Syracuse. Tere’s also, in the 20th 
century, Tis Side of Paradise by F. Scott Fitzgerald and Te Naked 
and the Dead by Norman Mailer—not to mention, in the 21st cen-
tury, White Teeth by Zadie Smith and Everything Is Illuminated by 
Jonathan Safran Foer. 

Each of these highly acclaimed books was written before its author 
turned 26. 

Ms. Ida: Really? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. But perhaps the most striking example is John 
Keats. Remember him from the frst day of class? We mentioned 
that one of the pioneers of the environmental movement, Rachel 
Carson, used two lines from a Keats poem to create the title to her 
masterwork, Silent Spring. Ms. Maat, I think, was the one who read 
the specifc lines for us. 

Keats wrote that poem before he 
turned 26. In fact, he wrote all his 
poems before he turned 26. And all 
his plays. And all his letters. Every-
thing Keats ever wrote, he wrote 
before he turned 26. 

You know why, Ms. Maat? 

Ms. Maat: No. 

Prof.  Barry: Because before Keats 
turned 26, he died. 
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Expressive Writing 

Prof. Barry: We haven’t yet mentioned one of the more conse-
quential examples of someone who, at a very young age, didn’t 
think she had to wait to be a writer. 

Te person I am thinking of was only 13 when she started writing 
words that I am pretty sure everybody in here has read, or at least 
heard of. 

Ms. Henrietta ( jumping in): Malala Yousafzai? 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s a good answer. A courageous advocate for female 
education—particularly in her home country of Pakistan—Malala 
is defnitely an example of someone taking seriously, at a very 

young age, the idea that you don’t have 
to wait to be a writer. Her memoir, I Am 
Malala, came out when she was just 16. 

But the person I am thinking of never 
actually knew that what she wrote 
would eventually become a book. Nor 
that it would be translated into over 
60 languages. Nor that it would lead to 
an award-winning play and movie. Nor, 
of course, that it would inspire people 
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all over the world. She was just flling out, as best she could, a 
notebook her parents gave her for her 13th birthday. 

Here’s a hint: that birthday fell on June 12, 1942, right in the mid-
dle of World War II. 

Ms.  Yona ( jumping in): Is it Anne 
Frank? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. Frank had apparently 
seen the notebook in the window of 
a store a few days before her birthday 
and pointed it out to her father. It was 
covered in red and white checkered 
cloth and had a small lock on the front. 
She started writing in it immediately. 

One of the earliest entries documents the limitations put on 
Dutch Jews like her and her family by the occupying Nazi forces. 
Jewish people couldn’t use streetcars or ride in cars. Tey couldn’t 
go to movies or the theater. And everywhere they went, they 
had to wear yellow stars as a humiliating and degrading kind of 
identifcation. 

A later entry, after she had been living for nearly two years in that 
now famous Amsterdam annex, is further support for one of the 
themes of this course: writing is a superpower. Te simple act of 
putting words onto a page, the entry shows, can make you a little 
more resilient, a little more hopeful, a little more human—even in 
the worst of circumstances. 

Read the entry for us please, Ms. Yona. 

Ms. Yona: “When I write, I can shake of all my cares. My sorrow 
disappears; my spirits are revived.” 

Prof.  Barry: A similar point has been made by Julia Alvarez, a 
Dominican American writer who lived for almost a decade under 
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the reign of the dictator Rafael Trujillo. Talking about the power 
of writing, Alvarez shares something important she learned from 
her mother. Here’s the line in Spanish. 

Ms. Yona: “El papel aguanta todo.” 

Prof. Barry: Now in English. 

Ms. Yona: “Te paper holds everything.” 

Prof. Barry: What do you think that means? 

Ms. Yona: I guess that writing things down can be therapeutic, that 
it can be a way to cope with and unload a good deal of sufering. 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Tere are actually a bunch of studies that 
support what you just said. Soldiers use writing to help deal with 
PTSD. Children use writing to help deal with losing a parent. And 
victims of all kinds use writing to try to make sense out of what 
they have experienced and to help move along their process of 
recovery. 

Here’s the title of a book by the psychologist who pioneered this 
research, James Pennebaker of the University of Texas. 

Ms. Yona: Expressive Writing: Words Tat Heal. 

Prof. Barry: Here’s another. 

Ms. Yona: Writing to Heal. 

Prof. Barry: What’s interesting is that when Pennebaker switched 
up the potentially therapeutic expressive activity—when he asked 
people to dance or sing instead of write—the participants in the 
study didn’t reap the same benefts. Tere seems to be something 
important about using words to cope. 

A similar efect has been observed in students trying to manage 
their stress before an exam. Has anybody read the book Choke by 
the psychologist Sian Beilock? 
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She was the director of the Human Performance Lab at the Univer-
sity of Chicago before becoming the president of Barnard College 
in New York, and she has done a lot of research on everything 
from why professional golfers blow easy putts, to why executives 
botch high-stakes presentations, to why certain high schoolers 
underperform on the SAT. 

Ms. Amos ( jumping in): I think we read an article by her in my 
positive psychology class. 

Prof. Barry: Was it in the journal Science? 

Ms. Amos: Maybe. She and some other psychologist wrote it. 

Prof. Barry: Gerardo Ramirez? 

Ms. Amos: I think so, yeah. It was about students taking math 
tests. 

Prof. Barry: College students? 

Ms. Amos: Yeah. If I am remembering correctly, the fndings of the 
study are pretty wild. 

Prof. Barry: Want to share them? 

Ms. Amos: Sure. Two groups of students were asked to take a high-
stakes math test. 

Prof. Barry: What made it high stakes? 

Ms. Amos: Te students were told that they would be videotaped 
and that a group of math teachers would review their answers. 

Prof. Barry: And? 

Ms. Amos: Tey were also told that their answers would be part 
of a team efort and that other students would be depending on 
them to do well. 

Prof. Barry: Anything else? 
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Ms. Amos: Te students would get paid if they earned a high score. 

Prof. Barry: So what happened? 

Ms. Amos: One group was told that before the test began they 
could spend 10 to 15 minutes with a notepad. Tey could write 
down any fears they had about their likely performance. 

Prof. Barry: How about the other group? 

Ms. Amos: Tey weren’t given that opportunity. Tey were the 
control group. 

Prof. Barry: Who performed better on the test? 

Ms. Amos: Te students who wrote down their fears beforehand. 

Prof. Barry: By how much? 

Ms. Amos: About 15 percent. 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s a whole letter grade. 

Ms. Amos: I know. It can make a big diference. 

Prof. Barry: Do you think Anne Frank somehow knew about all 
this when she opened the lock on her diary each day and made 
time to write in it? Do you think she knew about the power of 
expressive writing? 

Ms. Amos: Probably not. 

Prof. Barry: Nor do I. But I am glad all of you do now. 
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Teen Spirit 

Prof. Barry: Anne Frank might not have known about “expressive 
writing,” at least the way psychologists now think of the term. 
But what she did know, even at the age of 13, was that the ability 
to write is a real gift. Tat’s what she called it in the same diary 
entry Ms. Yona read for us a little while ago: a “gift.” 

Would you please read a little more from it, Ms. Yona? 

Ms. Yona: “I want to be useful or bring enjoyment to all people, 
even those I’ve never met. I want to go on living even after my 
death. And that’s why I’m so grateful to God for having given me 
this gift, which I can use to develop myself and to express all that’s 
inside me!” 

Prof. Barry: Tanks to the diary, she has defnitely lived on after 
her death. She’s probably one of the most famous teenagers in 
history. 

Anybody know some others? 

Ms. Yona: Famous teenagers? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. 

Ms. Franzoni ( jumping in): Joan of Arc? Wasn’t she a teenager 
when she took on the British? 
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Prof.  Barry: Good. Joan of Arc was, I 
think, 17 or 18 when she led the French 
Army to victory over the British at the 
Battle of Orleans. Tere is also, staying 
within France, Louis Braille. Blind since 
the age of three, he developed what 
would become known as the “Braille” 
language when he was 15 so that he 
and other people who had trouble see-
ing could still read and write. 

Or think about the world of sports. Pelé 
was only 17 when he played in his frst 
World Cup, scoring six goals—including 
two in the fnal—to help Brazil become 
champions. Tere’s not really an age 
requirement when it comes to chang-
ing the world. 

Another good example is the gym-
nast Nadia Comaneci. At an age even 
younger than Pelé—14—she earned 
seven perfect 10s in the 1976 Olym-
pics. Up until then, no gymnast had 
ever even earned one perfect 10, let 
alone seven of them. 

Te best part of the story is that because 
no Olympic gymnast had ever received 
a perfect 10 before, her frst one caused 
the scoreboard to malfunction. Here’s 
how an article in Sports Illustrated tells 

the story. Would you mind reading it for us, please, Ms. Bristol? 

Ms.  Bristol: “Nadia Comaneci broke onto the world’s stage 
by breaking the usual workings of the summer Olympics. She 
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achieved the frst perfect 10 in Olympic gymnastics history at 
the 1976 Games in Montreal. As silence fell over the Montreal 
Forum after the teenage Romanian spun fawlessly around the 
uneven bars, the scoreboard seemed bafed by the performance. 
It fashed a 1.00.” 

Prof. Barry: Now read how Comaneci remembers reacting. 

Ms. Bristol: “One is not a very good score, so I was like, ‘I think 
something is wrong with the scoreboard.’ ” 

Prof. Barry: Keep reading. Tis next part explains the glitch. 

Ms. Bristol: “Te company that manufactured the Olympic gym-
nastics scoreboards had previously inquired about the possibility 
that a gymnast may score a 10—an extra digit would need to be 
allotted on the board—but the International Gymnastics Federa-
tion dismissed the worry. Call it poor planning.” 

Prof. Barry: Earn a perfect 10. Break a scoreboard. And win a gold 
medal. Not bad for someone who was still two years away from 
even being old enough to drive. 
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Air Maclean 

Prof. Barry: We’ve been touting the power of teenagers in par-
ticular and young people in general. We could add a number of 
other writers to our list of examples. Jane Austen started Sense 
and Sensibility when she was 19. Charles Dickens fnished Te Pick-
wick Papers when he was 25. And Sylvia Plath published dozens of 
poems and short stories before even applying to college. 

But let’s be clear: none of these precocious beginnings means 
that you have to be young to create something valuable, especially 
when it comes to writing. Te world has been helped out much 
more by late bloomers than it has by child prodigies. 

Take Toni Morrison and George Eliot. Tey were each about to 
turn 40 when they published their initial full-length novels. Same 
with Edith Wharton, the frst woman to win the Pulitzer Prize in 
Literature. In fact, Wharton had already turned 40 by the time her 
frst novel, Te Valley of Decision, was published. 

Mr. Wild ( jumping in): How old was she when she won the Pulitzer? 

Prof. Barry: 60. She won it for a novel called Te Age of Innocence. 
Perhaps some of you have seen the movie version. It was directed by 
Martin Scorsese and featured Michelle Pfeifer, Winona Ryder, and 
Daniel Day-Lewis. I think it was even nominated for a few Oscars. 
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Mr. Wild: Did it win any? 

Prof.  Barry: Yeah. It won for a category 
Wharton, who was really into fancy 
clothes, would have been proud of: Best 
Costume. Here’s the opening line of a 
book called Edith Wharton and the Making 
of Modern Fashion that combines an analy-
sis of the role clothes play in the lives of 
her characters with interesting biographi-
cal details about Wharton’s own involve-
ment in the garment industry in Paris 
during World War I. 

Mr. Wild: “Edith Wharton liked to dress up.” 

Prof. Barry: Isn’t that pretty good? I love the idea of this elegant, 
stylish older woman winning the Pulitzer Prize at an age when 
a lot of people would probably be thinking about retirement. 
“Not me,” Wharton might tell them, outftted in the latest French 
couture. “I’m just getting started.” 

Tat said, Wharton isn’t the only writer 
to really blossom in her ffties and sixties. 
Miguel de Cervantes was 58 when the frst 
volume of Don Quixote came out, and Laura 
Ingalls Wilder was even older when she 
started the series Little House on the Prairie. 

She was 63. 

But that’s still over a decade younger than 
Norman Maclean was when he published 
A River Runs Trough It, a wonderful novella about fy-fshing. He 
didn’t begin working on that book until he retired from teaching at 
the University of Chicago, where one of his students was actually 
John Paul Stevens, the future Supreme Court justice. 
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Eventually, that book got turned into a movie too, starring Brad 
Pitt. And in 1998, a line from it was added to a statue outside one 
of the city of Chicago’s iconic sports venues. Anybody know which 
one? 

Ms. Bristol ( jumping in): Wrigley Field? Is it the Ernie Banks statue? 

Prof. Barry: Nope. Maybe giving you the quote will help. Here it is. 

Ms. Bristol: “He stood before us, suspended above the earth, free 
from all its laws like a work of art, and I knew, just as surely and 
clearly, that life is not a work of art, and that the moment could 
not last.” 

Prof. Barry: Focus on the part about being “suspended above the 
earth.” Who is a Chicago athlete associated with spending time in 
the air? Not “Air Banks” or “Air Ditka”—but “Air ____”? 

Ms. Bristol: Jordan. 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. Outside the United Center, where the Chicago 
Bulls play, there is a statue of Michael Jordan fying through the air 
to dunk a basketball. Te quotation appears along the base of it. 

I wish I could say that Maclean wrote it, but the quotation actu-
ally comes from the movie version of A River Runs Trough It, not 
Maclean’s novella. Still, it’s nice to remember that the underlying 
work was written by someone who had his frst literary success 
when he was well into his seventies. 

In the same way that Jordan himself accomplished a lot at the end 
of his career—remember that three of his championships with the 
Bulls came in the years after when he initially stopped playing 
basketball in 1993—so did Maclean. In a strange sense, the two 
make a good pair. Air Jordan and Air Maclean. 
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Saul Bellow 
and Philip Roth 

Prof. Barry: Given that Norman 
Maclean didn’t publish his first 
book of fction until he was 75, it’s 
probably no surprise that he kept 
writing into his eighties, just like 
another novelist with strong ties 
to the University of Chicago. Please 
read his name for us, Mr. Dewey. 

Mr. Dewey: Saul Bellow. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Te winner of the 
1976 Nobel Prize in Literature, Bellow taught at Chicago for over 
30 years. Has anyone read his books—or at least heard of one? 

Mr. Wild ( jumping in): Didn’t he write Te Adventures of Augie 
March? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. Tat’s probably his most famous book. It won 
a National Book Award in 1954 and has since been named to a 
number of lists of top novels written in the English language. 
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Here is how Philip Roth, who is often compared to Bellow, describes 
the novel’s wonderfully packed sentences. 

Mr. Wild: “Tere are sentences in the book whose efervescence, 
whose undercurrent of buoyancy leave one with the sense of so 
much going on, a theatrical, exhibitionistic, ardent prose tangle 
that lets in the dynamism of living without driving mentalness 
out.” 

Prof. Barry: Keep reading. 

Mr. Wild: “Tis voice no longer encountering resistance is perme-
ated by mind while connected also to the mysteries of feeling. 
It’s a voice unbridled and intelligent both, going at full force and 
yet always sharp enough to sensibly size things up.” 

Prof. Barry: If you are interested in learning more about Bellow, I 
recommend checking out Roth’s full review. It’s called “Rereading 
Saul Bellow.” 

But we’re actually going to use the piece for a diferent purpose. 
We’re going to use it to close class with another installment of 
“Notes on Nuance,” that segment we started last week where we 
look at specifc ways writers add an extra bit of style and sophis-
tication to their sentences. 
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Notes on Nuance: Review 

Prof. Barry: Do you remember the frst two nuance moves we 
learned, Ms. Maat? I think you said last week that you really liked 
them. 

Ms. Maat: Yeah, I remember them. 

Prof. Barry: What were they? 

Ms. Maat: One of them was the word even. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Let’s review how it 
works using an example from a biog-
raphy of Jackie Robinson by Arnold 
Rampersad, who taught in the English 
department at Stanford for many 
years and also helped tennis great 
Arthur Ashe write a memoir. Ramp-
ersad is describing Robinson’s emer-
gence as a star player in high school. 

Ms. Maat: “Before the summer of 
1935, he had established himself as 
the most versatile of the Muir Terriers. He also sang in the glee 
club, but sports were his mainstay. Light but nimble at 135 pounds 
and with excellent, even uncanny, hand-to-eye coordination, that 
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spring he nailed down a spot on the baseball team as a shortstop 
in what one enthusiast called an ‘exceptionally good’ infeld.” 

Prof. Barry: Rampersad uses the same move later on in the book 
when describing the humiliation Robinson and his wife, Rachel, 
had to endure while trying to meet up with the rest of the Brook-
lyn Dodgers at training camp in Pensacola, Florida. Denied seats 
on a plane out of Jacksonville because of their race, the couple 
had to take a segregated bus all the way across the state. At one 
point, right after being startled awake by the driver and ordered 
to move to the very last seat on the bus, Rachel broke down 
and cried. 

Ms. Maat: “She was crying more for Jackie than for herself, but 
in the end she was crying for them both. She saw how Jim Crow 
customs sought to strip her black husband of his dignity and turn 
him into a submissive, even shufing creature.” 

Prof. Barry: See the role even is playing there? It’s gesturing toward 
a slightly more extreme categorization. Te word submissive gets 
pushed to shufing. Just like how, in the frst example, the word 
excellent gets pushed to uncanny: “with excellent, even uncanny, 
hand-to-eye coordination.” 

It’s similar to what happens with the second bit of nuance we 
learned. What was that one? 

Ms. Maat: Te word almost. 

Prof. Barry: Good. To refresh our brains a little, let’s turn to an 
example from Shoe Dog, a memoir by the longtime CEO of Nike, 
Phil Knight. He’s describing his former running coach at the 
University of Oregon, Bill Bowerman, as Bowerman delivered 
the eulogy for legendary track star Steve Prefontaine in 1975. A 
mythic fgure in his own right, Bowerman helped Knight found 
Nike in the early 1960s and led Oregon to four NCAA titles. Here’s 
the sentence. 
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Ms. Maat: “As Bowerman fnished, as he stepped from the podium, 
I thought he looked much older, almost feeble.” 

Prof. Barry: Notice the similarity to even. We could actually switch 
the two words and not lose much meaning. Read the sentence 
about Bowerman again—but with even instead of almost. 

Ms. Maat: “As Bowerman fnished, as he stepped from the podium, 
I thought he looked much older, even feeble.” 

Prof. Barry: It’s not an exact ft. I think almost is the better choice 
for that sentence. But I hope the comparison at least shows you 
that you have some options. 

Which is kind of the whole point of our Notes on Nuance lessons. 

Ms. Maat: To give us options? 

Prof. Barry: Yeah. I want to fll your brain with helpful alternatives 
to worn-out modes of expression. I want to create a larger set of 
writerly tools for you to experiment with and make your own. I 
want to, in short, put you in a position to do more with the words 
and ideas you send out into the world. 

Ms. Maat: So do we get a new nuance move today? 

Prof. Barry: Yup. And what, given today’s theme, do you think this 
particular one will be really good at generating? 

Ms. Maat: Te Rule of Tree? 

Prof. Barry: Exactly. 
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Notes on Nuance: 
“Un-” and “To” 

Prof. Barry: We’ll get to the nuance move involving the Rule of 
Tree in a moment, taking as an example a sentence from that 
Philip Roth review “Rereading Saul Bellow.” But frst I want to talk 
about another move Roth uses. It’s one we actually talked about 
last class. 

We didn’t attach the “nuance” label to it at the time, but I often 
do when teaching it to law students. Perhaps you remember the 
move I am referring to, Mr. Farnof? I think you’re the one who 
helped us introduce it. Te essay it appeared in was the “How to 
Write about Africa” piece by Binyavanga Wainaina, if that helps 
jog your memory at all. 

Mr. Farnof: Yeah. I remember the move. It’s the one where you 
attach the prefx un- to words it normally doesn’t get attached to. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Do you remember how Wainaina used it? 

Mr. Farnof: He put it in front of the word particular. 

Prof. Barry: To form? 

Mr. Farnof: Unparticular. 
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Prof. Barry: Right. It’s not every day you see the word unparticular, 
is it? 

Mr. Farnof: No. 

Prof. Barry: Nor is it every day that you see the word unloveliness, 
which is a separate example we can look at. It appears in a 2017 
essay about the tennis player Roger Federer. Te author, Peter de 
Jonge, is describing a practice session in which Federer was mess-
ing around with diferent types of strokes. Read the sentence for 
us, please. 

Mr. Farnof: “At one point, he even tried a two-handed backhand, 
comically exaggerating its inherent cramped unloveliness and 
producing the kind of stroke someone might try in a crowded 
elevator.” 

Prof. Barry: But perhaps even 
more striking is when you 
see two uses of un- in the 
same sentence. Laura Hillen-
brand does that in Seabiscuit, 
her award-winning account 
of one of the greatest race-
horses of all time. Here’s the 
sentence I am talking about. 
She’s describing a petulant 
horse named Hasting who used to ram into and try to attack 
other horses while they raced. Apparently, he never grew out of 
this behavior. 

Mr.  Farnof: “ ‘Hasting went to his death unreconstructed and 
unloved,’ wrote Peter Chew in American Heritage magazine, ‘hav-
ing left his mark literally and fguratively on many a stablehand.’ ” 

Prof. Barry: Notice that Hillenbrand is using the words of another 
writer, Peter Chew, in that passage. In the next passage, however, 
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the words are her own. Describing the wide range of businesses 
that tried to cash in on Seabiscuit’s celebrity, the sentences also 
helpfully introduce our nuance move for today: using the preposi-
tion to when you want to bring together a diverse set of examples. 

Mr. Farnof: “All kinds of businesses from hotels to laundries to 
humor magazines were using Seabiscuit’s likeness in their ads. 
Te horse even had his own parlor game, the frst of at least nine.” 

Prof. Barry: See how that works? Te word to lets Hillenbrand ef-
ciently communicate the breadth of businesses that used Seabis-
cuit in its marketing. 

Mr. Farnof: Right. 

Prof.  Barry: Notice how many examples she includes, as well 
as the structure of those examples: “from hotels to laundries to 
humor magazines.” How many items are in that list? 

Mr. Farnof: Tree. 

Prof. Barry: Yup. And what’s the structure, at least in terms of 
syllables? 

Mr. Farnof: Short, short, kind of long. 

Prof. Barry: Good. Tis to move and the Rule 
of Tree often go together. Here’s another 
example. It comes from Jon Krakauer’s Where 
Men Win Glory, a book that follows former 
NFL strong safety Pat Tillman as he joins 
the Army after the September  11 attacks 
on the World Trade Center and is eventually 
killed by friendly fre in Afghanistan. 

Mr. Farnof: “Jingas are fve-ton diesel rigs, 
ubiquitous throughout South Asia, used to transport everything 
from rice to frewood to opium.” 
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Prof. Barry: Krakauer doesn’t go with the “short, short, kind of 
long” structure of the subtle version of the Rule of Tree. But he 
still picks three examples. 

A similar choice is made by the writer Dave Eggers, whose tutor-
ing organization 826 National actually has an ofce in Ann Arbor 
a few blocks away from here. Te sentence appears in an essay he 
wrote back in 2015 about the clothing company Hollister. Notice 
that, like many people using the to move, Eggers includes some 
alliteration to add an extra rhetorical punch. 

Mr. Farnof: “Fifteen years ago, the word ‘Hollister’ meant little to 
anyone. Now it’s hard to walk around any city, from Melbourne 
to Montreal to Mumbai, without seeing it stitched on someone’s 
shirt or hoodie.” 

Prof. Barry: But although connecting three items is a common 
choice with the to move, it’s not the only choice. In a piece about 
the video game Football Manager, the journalist Hua Hsu connects 
four items: two in one pair, two in another. 

Mr. Farnof: “Tere are no rewards for dexterity or refexes. Instead, 
it’s about management, from contracts to advertising deals, scout-
ing to training regimens.” 

Prof. Barry: Which brings us back, fnally, to Philip Roth’s “Reread-
ing Saul Bellow.” When Mr. Farnof reads the example sentence 
for us, you’ll see that, structurally, Roth’s use of to follows Hsu 
more than it follows Eggers, Krakauer, and Hillenbrand—by which 
I mean that Roth pairs his items together in a two-part package, 
instead of linking them in a three-part chain. 

I hope you catch something else as well. Toward the middle of the 
sentence, Roth sneaks in a good use of un-. 

So we’re going to get two nuance moves at once. I don’t always 
recommend that approach. An important component of good 
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writing is, we’ve been stressing, restraint. Roth, however, is some-
one who can pull of this kind of combination. 

But I’m going to warn you. Tere is a lot going on in the sentence, 
beyond just the two nuance moves. I don’t expect you to catch all 
the references, but perhaps it will help to know a couple of things. 
First, by “Swift” and “Brobdingnag,” Roth means the 18th-century 
writer Jonathan Swift and the land of giants called Brobdingnag 
that Swift created in his classic novel Gulliver’s Travels. 

Second, the painter Hieronymus Bosch that 
Roth alludes to is known for some pretty 
dark images and themes: sin, corruption, 
demons, half-human animals—those kinds 
of things. 

Tird, Augie is Augie March, the protagonist 
of Bellow’s novel Te Adventures of Augie 
March that Mr. Wild mentioned before. 

With that bit of context, please read the sentence for us, Mr. Far-
nof. You might want to take a big breath before you start. Roth 
is not exactly a graduate of the Ernest Hemingway School of Sen-
tence Construction. 

Mr. Farnof: “From Chicago to Mexico and the mid-Atlantic and 
back, it’s all Brobdingnag to Augie, observed, however, not by a 
caustic, angry Swift but by a word-painting Hieronymus Bosch, 
an American Bosch, an unsermonizing and optimistic Bosch, who 
detects even in the eeliest slipperiness of his creatures, in their 
most colossal fnagling and conspiring and deceit, what is humanly 
enrapturing.” 

Prof. Barry: Tat’s a bit of a mouthful, huh? 

Mr. Farnof: Yeah. 
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Prof. Barry: Well, once you recover your breath, keep the twists 
and turns of this sentence in mind when, later in the semester, we 
talk about right-branching sentences. Roth is a master of those. 

For now, though, let’s close class with a quick look at another way 
the to move might be useful: it can help you land a job. 
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36 

Experience and Expertise 

Prof. Barry: When I say that the to move can help you land a job, 
I am specifcally thinking about how you might use it in a résumé 
or cover letter. Here, for example, is a section of a cover letter one 
of my law students put together. Hoping to land a job as a congres-
sional aide, she is describing her interest in and familiarity with 
the legislative process. Read it for us, please, Ms. Burke. 

Ms. Burke: “My interest in the craft of legislative advocacy started 
when, as an undergraduate at USC, I helped draft and lobby for a 
bill in the California House of Representatives. I found every part 
of the process exhilarating—from researching the topic, to reach-
ing out to the community for input, to advocating for the bill with 
individual committee members.” 

Prof. Barry: See what the to move does there? It allows the stu-
dent to signal that she has a broad range of relevant experience 
as well as a helpful fuency with the kind of work she is applying 
to do. 

We can see something similar in this next example. It comes from 
the résumé of a student who was trying to capture, in a single bul-
let point, the many lawyerly things she did while helping a client 
appeal his case. 

- 116 -



 

 

   

  

Patrick Barry 

Ms. Burke: “Handled all aspects of the appeal, from client counsel-
ing, to the brief, to doing the oral argument.” 

Prof. Barry: Or how about the online biography of Jef Fisher, a 
Michigan Law graduate who is now one of the most accomplished 
Supreme Court advocates in the country. Te to move gives him 
a way to tidily package the impressive span of his experience and 
expertise. 

Ms. Burke: “Fisher has argued 32 cases in the Supreme Court, on 
issues ranging from criminal procedure to maritime law to civil 
and human rights.” 

Prof. Barry: With the rise of LinkedIn and other professional net-
working platforms, you’ll all have more and more opportunities to 
compellingly—and concisely—describe your own skills, interests, 
and past positions. I am certainly not recommending you always 
rely on the to move to do that, but I am glad you now know it’s 
an option. 
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37 

Green Cards, Nudges, 
and Winston Churchill 

Prof. Barry: Tere is an additional thing to notice about the to 
move: sometimes people decide to include a comma, sometimes 
they don’t. 

You can see an example of this choice in an application for a green 
card that the Human Trafcking Clinic here at the University of 
Michigan Law School fled on behalf of a client a few years ago. But 
before we read it, can anyone tell us what a green card does and 
why getting one might be a big deal? 

Maybe you, Mr.  Marshall. Have you learned about green cards 
in any of your law courses? 

Mr. Marshall: Don’t they let you stay in the US if you are an 
immigrant? 

Prof. Barry: Good. For how long? 

Mr. Marshall: Permanently, right? 

Prof. Barry: Right. A green card signals that you have been given 
what’s called “lawful permanent resident status.” You get to live 
in the US. You get to work in the US. You can even join the military. 
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You can also, importantly, petition to get the same lawful per-
manent resident status for certain family members. Imagine how 
life-altering that might be, especially for clients in the Human Traf-
fcking Clinic, some of whom don’t feel safe returning to the coun-
try from which they were trafcked. Here’s an example involving a 
green card for a woman who was in that exact situation. 

Mr. Marshall: “She would also be in danger of being harmed once 
again by her ex-boyfriend—not to mention whatever the cartel did 
to her once they found her. Tis harm could range from making 
her work for them, to beating her up, to making her disappear.” 

Prof. Barry: See why it might be good to have commas there? 
See how they separate out and highlight the harms the client 
might face? 

Mr. Marshall: Yeah. Without the commas, you might rush through 
the sentence. 

Prof. Barry: Right. Try reading it this way, without the commas. 

Mr. Marshall: “Tis harm could range from making her work for 
them to beating her up to making her disappear.” 

Prof. Barry: Tat reads a bit too fast, doesn’t it? 

Mr. Marshall: Yeah. It bunches all the harms together. 

Prof.  Barry: Exactly. Te reader, who in this case would be an 
important decision-maker, might not give each of the harms suf-
fcient attention. Tat’s where the commas help. Tey’re like little 
speed bumps. Tey slow down the mental trafc. 

Of course, not every sentence benefts from that kind of delay. 
Here, for example, is a sentence that seems to work really well 
without commas. It appears in the best-selling book Nudge: Improv-
ing Decisions about Health, Wealth, and Happiness by Cass Sunstein 
and Richard Taler. 

- 119 -



 

 

  
 

 
 

 

  

Te Syntax of Sports 

Mr. Marshall: “Skeptics might object that if we permit information 
campaigns that encourage people to conserve energy, a govern-
ment propaganda machine will move rapidly from education to 
outright manipulation to coercion and bans.” 

Prof. Barry: And here’s another one from a little later in the book. It 
discusses a diferent kind of information campaign: government-
led antismoking policies. 

Mr. Marshall: “Here we have gone from modest warning labels to 
much more aggressive information campaigns to high cigarette 
taxes to bans on smoking in public places.” 

Prof. Barry: Do you see how commas might unnecessarily impede 
that sentence? Do you see how speed bumps might get in the way? 

Mr. Marshall: Yeah. 

Prof. Barry: Did you also see how many items Sunstein and Taler 
included in that list? 

Mr. Marshall: Four? 

Prof.  Barry: Good. Te frst item they list is “modest warning 
labels.” Te second is “much more aggressive information cam-
paigns.” Te third is “high cigarette taxes.” And the fourth is “bans 
on smoking in public places.” Remember what we said about the 
Hua Hsu sentence we looked at earlier, the one about the video 
game Football Manager: you don’t always have to go with three 
items. 

You can even go with two if you want. One of the more famous 
examples of that might actually be a good one to end class with 
today. It was used by Winston Churchill during his famous speech 
at Westminster College in 1946, just as the Cold War with Rus-
sia was starting to take shape. It’s the sentence where Churchill 
introduces the ominous idea of an “Iron Curtain.” Take a shot at 
it, Mr. Marshall. 
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Mr. Marshall: “From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, 
an iron curtain has descended across the Continent.” 

Prof. Barry: See? Churchill only uses two items: “Stettin in the 
Baltic” and “Trieste in the Adriatic.” Yet he still manages to create 
the sense that a lot of ground is being covered. 

You know what helps him do that? It’s something we stressed all 
of last class. 

Mr. Marshall: Being particular? 

Prof.  Barry: Exactly. Stettin in the 
Baltic. Trieste in the Adriatic. Neither 
of those is a generic, made-up place. 
Both are very particular. Churchill’s 
specifcity is a big reason why the 
Iron Curtain line was so efective and 
memorable. 

But there’s another reason as well, 
one we’ll spend more time on next 
class: Churchill’s expert use of paral-
lel structure. 

See you then. 
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