Jeffrey R. Wilson

Aphorisms on Questions and Problems

Every high school student in the country knows that a paper needs to have a “thesis statement.” Perhaps the biggest difference between high-school writing and college-level writing is the importance that college-level writing places on the need for a compelling “problem statement.”

A properly announced question or problem justifies the need for an investigation, and thus for an argument. Your “problem statement” ought to convince your reader (who is a busy person whose time cannot be wasted) to continue into the argument instead of ignoring it as an inconsequential waste of time. Don’t allow your argument to be free-floating intelligence. 
The two general kinds of papers – essays and research papers (the difference being that a research 

paper considers and cites scholarship) – require two different kinds of “problem statements.” 

In an essay that does not cite scholarship, a writer ought to establish a problem by identifying and unpacking an aspect of a text that needs interpretation. In an essay, you cannot say something like, “Most critics believe …” which makes a claim to have read all of the scholarship on an issue when you haven’t (instead, try, “Some might think …” or describe how an “obvious” or “surface” reading works). 
In a research paper, the problem is critical as well as textual. In the so-called literature review, the writer must research, narrate, and cite the various interpretations that have previously been published, and then justify the need for additional interpretation. 

Broadly speaking, therefore, problems can come from two realms: (1) from a text itself, and (2) from the scholarship related to a text. In other words, a problem that demands an investigation can grow out of the fact that (1) there is some question, confusion, ambiguity, contradiction, etc. that is evident if you pay close attention to the details of a text; or (2) there is some gap, misconception, or undeveloped line of thought in a certain academic conversation.  

As such, it may be helpful to make a distinction between what we could call problem1 (which refers to the text itself) and problem2 (which refers to a scholarly conversation). The below ideas concern what I have called problem1, while my “Aphorisms on Literature Reviews” address problem2.

With respect to the text you’re interpreting, problems and questions tend to follow from one of three kinds of incongruity: between expectation and experience (a problem of assumption), between semblance and essence (a problem of perception), or between the ideal and the actual (a problem of morality). These discrepancies present problems and questions that require arguments in order to explain why the author(s) composed the text in the way that he or she or they did instead of in some other way. 
(Note that these three kinds of incongruity – assumption, perception, and morality – should be thought of as conceptual tools, not language to be used in a paper. It would be extremely awkward for a paper to say, “There is a problem of assumption in Milton’s Paradise Lost because I did not expect God to act like a defensive know-it-all.” As always, show don’t tell: show how a given incongruity exists without awkwardly naming the kind of incongruity it is in the way that I have awkwardly named them here.) 

A problem of assumption (L. ad, “toward” + sumere, “to take”) occurs when there is an incongruity between our expectations for a text and our experience with it, i.e. when a text is other than we thought it would be. To articulate a problem of assumption, one must explain why he or she would/did expect a text to function in a given way, and how the text does not ultimately function in that way. 
A problem of perception (L. per, “thoroughly, completely, to completion, to the end’” + capere, “to take, seize, lay hold of”) occurs when there is an incongruity between a text’s semblance and essence, i.e. when a text seems other than it is. To articulate a problem of perception, one must explain how a text functions on first blush, and how the text does not ultimately function in that way. 
A problem of morality (L. mores, “customs, habits”) occurs when there is an incongruity between the ideal text and the actual text, i.e. when a text ought to be other than it is. To articulate a problem of morality one must explain why he or she would like a text to function in a given way, and how the text does not ultimately function in that way.
Some other strategies and approaches that you might consider for identifying problems and asking questions include: 

· There is what looks to be a contradiction in the text. It seems to say one thing in one place but another thing in another place.

· A reading that seems obvious or inevitable is actually wrong.

· An obvious or inevitable reading needs to be qualified due to some detail in a text: a minor passage has major implications. 

· Your concerns, experiences, identity, specialized knowledge, or point of view open up an insight about a text that isn’t obvious.

· Some new historical event or perspective has emerged that allows us to reread and rethink an older text.

Practically speaking, your occasion can be articulated in a three-part structure: (1) make a reference, (2) make a claim, and (3) ask a question. That is, (1) through quotation, paraphrase, and/or summary, provide some evidence from the text you’re looking at; (2) analyze that evidence; and (3) open up a field of inquiry by discussing the problems and questions that emerge from your analysis of that evidence. 
I sometimes like to “open up a field of inquiry” by posing a wall of questions that build up from my analyses to my problem statement to my statement of “what’s at stake” in my paper, showing how my problem has implications for a field of academic inquiry that’s bigger than my specific text. From here, I might proceed to specify exactly what I’m going to be looking at in the paper that follows (a “text statement”), to discuss my approach to the text (a “method statement”), to establish the terms needed to unpack my text, and then offer my interpretation (a “thesis statement”).
Perhaps there are multiple interpretations that are mutually compelling yet mutually exclusive. A problem statement might articulate how two or more intelligent people could (if writing an essay) or have (if writing a research paper) come to different conclusions about the same text.

