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Aphorisms on Organization


Having a good idea and having a good paper are clean different things: a good idea refers to an effective interpretation of something, while a good paper consists of the effective articulation of a good idea. Don’t allow your good ideas to be murdered by bad papers. Because others have no access to your mind, only to your words, having a good idea does you no good if it isn’t expressed effectively in a paper. I would go so far as to say that, in the world of academic writing, there are no ideas, only papers (or, more accurately, your papers are all that any one else has access to). 

To be effective, a paper must be properly organized, a word we take from the Greek organon, which means “that with which one works.” Just consider the organs in your body: there are individual organs (the heart, the lungs, the liver), and there are organ systems (the circulatory system, the respiratory system, the digestive system). For your body to function, each organ system must perform the general task for which it is responsible, and within each system each individual organ must perform a specific task in order for that system to work. Your body only works if each of its internal parts performs the task for which it is responsible, and the same is true of your papers. 
At some point in your schooling, you may have been taught “the five-paragraph essay,” a tool for organizing arguments that is commonly used for high school and SAT writing. Forget everything you know about the five-paragraph essay, but also don't. Forget the idea that all arguments can be made in five paragraphs, one that is an introduction, three that give examples, and one that offers a conclusion. Forget the notion that your opening paragraph should end with your thesis, which specifies three important points, one for each of your three body paragraphs, after which you recap those points in a conclusion. Don't forget, however, that argumentation almost always follows the general outline of introduction, body, conclusion: first introduce an issue and make a claim about it, then support your claim by addressing particular aspects of the issue, and finally conclude by considering the importance and implications of your claim. Any argument that you ever make for the rest of your life will be more complex than this, but it is important to understand this general movement. 
Having a longish (two or three page) introduction is perfectly fine, even encouraged, as you move toward the more sophisticated papers of college-level writing.
When organizing an argument, allow your text to do your organization for you as much as possible. If you are making an argument about history, allow the chronological sequence of events to structure your presentation. If you are advancing some abstract theory, work sequentially through your logic, from start to finish. If you are reading a text, work sequentially through that text, unless there is some significant benefit to a different organization. 

When you write a paper, you’re telling a story, not a summary of your text, but the story of an idea – an idea that, like a literary text, has a beginning, middle, and end. The body of your paper should lead your reader sequentially through your idea, from beginning to middle to end. 
