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Preface

Writing a thesis used to be something for those experienced in
scholarship — or at least something for graduates.

No longer. In the past twenty years it has become a common part of
the preparation for a first degree;and the extended essay can even be
part of ordinary usage in upper forms at schools. That new urge is the
occasion for this book, which is meant for graduates and
undergraduates alike, and even for those not yet entered into higher
education at all. ‘ The power of instruction is seldom of much
efficacy,’ wrote Gibbon in the Decline and Fall, ‘except in those
happy dispositions where it is almost superfluous’ (ch.4).But I cannot
think this book superfluous. No one ever wrote a thesis by the light of
nature; and those who imagine that being intelligent and having
something to say are enough have been known to fall flat on their
faces when they try. With better warnings, or closer attention to
warnings, they might have fared better. A thesis is not a dash for
freedom: it can be an entry into an entirely unfamiliar world of
restraint,and not all beginners understand that by its nature it is a

more confining exercise than answering a three-hour paper in an
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examination room. A thesis needs to be rigorously shaped, for one
thing ; for another,it needs to be efficiently documented;and though a
question written under examination-conditions is always the better for
being shaped,no one expects it to be documented in scholarly sense.
Writing a thesis is not a self-liberating choice, then. It is more like
learning a game with new rules.

This book is about how to write scholarly prose, how to shape it,
and how to document it. It is meant to stimulate literary and historical
research on the one hand, and help towards disciplining it on the
other; and if students of law, economics and the sciences can find
profit in its advice,so much the better. It is based on the assumption
that a thesis is not a kind of essay —certainly not an over-grown essay
—and that those imagine that an ability to write good essays has
prepared them to write a thesis are inviting disappointment. A thesis is
a radically different activity: more severely argued, more consistently
documented, and more rigorously shaped and lucidly segmented. It
cannot afford the loose style or arrangement of an essay:at least not
beyond its first draft. It is something else. There is quantum leap
between the two forms, and this book exists to help the student to
measure the effort that will be required of him and to train his mind to
an unaccustomed task. This is a book for beginners —but for beginners
who want to go on.

It begins with some general considerations and narrows as it
continues, holding technicality at bay for as long as it can and
segregating issues as severely as the nature of the argument allows.
There is a well-known dilemma here which the book illustrates as well
as debates: to omit the larger theoretical issues is to invite an easy
objection that one is indifferent to the most vexed intellectual issues of
the age; to discuss them is to attract the opposite complaint that

sensible people are no longer interested in the fading theoretical
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fervours of the 1960s. I have tried to meet both these objections,
contradictory as they are, by beginning the book with chapters
devoted to some of the wider motives of scholarship and its more
momentous hopes and fears — Part One: ‘The approach’ — followed by
a second part entitled‘ The techniques’ , where more specific problems
are signposted by explanatory titles. No need, then,to assume that the
book is best read in the order in which it is presented. It is one of the
most essential arts of scholarship to learn how to quarry a book
efficiently for what one wants to learn from it; and some chapters
here, such as ‘The lure of theory’ or ‘Editing a text’, can be
sidestepped by anyone incurious about critical theory or indifferent to
the charms of editorship.

Some of these remarks began as lectures to undergraduates reading
English at Cambridge or to graduate students in English and Modern
Languages there,and they have profited in all sorts of ways from their
earnest and sceptical attention. Disagreement is the liveliest form of
flattery ,as they knew,and the only useful form;and close attention is
not to be confused with assent. It is out of their attention and
disagreement that this book has grown and flourished, and I dedicate
it in gratitude to my Cambridge pupils. And my thanks are due also to
Renford Bambrough and Christopher Ricks, for letting me share their
seminars and their advice.

G.W.
St John'’s College ,Cambridge
October 1985
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PART ONE

The approach

An equal expression of what the world knows and what the world does not
know will not be read by the world.
Walter Bagehot
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CHAPTER ONE
Why scholars write

Whatever may be the present extent of human knowledge, it is not only finite,
and therefore in its own nature capable of increase;but so narrow, that almost
every understanding may by a diligent application of its powers hope to enlarge
it.

It is,however,not necessary that a man should forbear to write, till he has
discovered some truth unknown before; he may be sufficiently useful by only
diversifying the surface of knowledge, and luring the mind by a new
appearance to a second view of those beauties which it had passed over
inattentively before. Every writer may find intellects correspondent to his own,
to whom his expressions are familiar, and his thoughts congenial; and perhaps
truth is often more successfully propagated by men of moderate abilities who,
adopting the opinions of others,have na care but to exglain them clearly, than
by subtile speculatists and curious searchers, who exact from their readers
powers equal to their own, and if their fabrics of science be strong take no
care to render them accessible. ..

If we apply to authors themselves for an account of their state, it will appear
very little to deserve envy; for they have in all ages been addicted to
complaint. The neglect of leaming, the ingratitude of the present age,ard the
absurd preference by which ignorance and dullness often obtain favour and
2



Why scholars write

rewards,have been from age to age topics of invective;and few have left their
names to posterity, without some appeal to future candour from the
perverseness and malice of their own times.

I have, nevertheless, been often inclined to doubt whether authors, however
querulous, are in reality more miserable than their fellow mortals. The present
life is to all a state of infelicity;every man, like any author , believes himself to
merit more than he obtains, and solaces the present with the prospect of the
future: others, indeed, suffer those disappointments in silence of which the
writer complains, to shew how well he has learnt the art of lamentation. . .

It frequently happens that a design which, when considered at a distance,
gave flattering hopes of facility, mocks us in the execution with unexpected
difficulties; the mind which, while it considered it in the gross, imagined itself
amply fumished with materials, finds sometimes an unexpected barrenness and
vacuity, and wonders whither all those ideas are vanished, which a little
before seemed struggling for emission.

Sometimes many thoughts present themselves; but so confused and
unconnected that they are not without difficuity reduced to method, or
concatenated in a regular and dependent series: the mind falls at once into a
labyrinth of which neither the beginning nor end can be discovered, and toils
and struggles without progress or extrication. . .

It is one of the common distresses of a writer to be within a word of a happy
period, to want only a single epithet to give amplification its full force, to
require only a correspondent term in order to finish a paragraph with elegance
and make one of its members answer to the other: but these deficiencies
cannot always be supplied; and after long study and vexation, the passage is
tuned anew ,and the web unwoven that was nearly finished.

But when thoughts and words are collected and adjusted, and the whole
composition at last concluded, it seldom gratifies the author, when he comes
coolly and deliberately to review it, with the hopes which had been excited in
the fury of the performance: novelty always captivates the mind; as our
thoughts rise fresh upon us, we readily believe them just and original, which,
when the pleasure of production is over, we find to be mean and common, or
borrowed from the works of others, and supplied by memory rather than

3
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invention.

But though it should happen that the writer finds no such faults in his
performance, he is still to remember that he looks upon it with partial eyes;and
when he considers how much men who could judge of others with great
exactness have often failed in judging of themselves, he will be afraid of
deciding too hastily in his own favour, or of allowing himself to contemplate
with too much complacence treasure that has not yet been brought to the test,
nor passed the only trial that can stamp its value.

Samuel Johnson, The Adventurer nos 137 — 8(February — March 1754)

A thesis is a first attempt to be a scholar.

Why, then, do scholars write? The answer, which is not always
entirely obvious to a beginner,is to declare a discovery that what the
world needs and will take note of — usually by publishing it. The
scholar declares a discovery the world has some use for. His activity is
not merely decorative, that is to say,or self-educative — even though
the thesis is nowadays rightly seen as a prime educative device. Nor is
what he writes to be judged by its sincerity, since a view can be
thoroughly sincere and thoroughly useless. Unlike a student essay, a
thesis exists for others. In intention, at least, it is to be used by
somebody else. If it succeeds, it will have an existence beyond the
interests of its author:and some one will be grateful for it who knows
and cares nothing of its author.

It is here at the start,and before the topic is chosen, that the thesis
diverges from the student essay, or from class-teaching and ordinary
literary and historical conversation. It exists, or tries to exist, in its
own right. It is not an expression of personal enthusiasm, however
much its origins may lie there;and it is not,at least in its purpose, self-
revelatory. It is the product of a workshop, not of a playground. Even
if it is never published, it ought(ideally speaking)to be publishable, at
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