ARLINGTON HIGH SCHOOL

Summer Assignment Template

Course Title: AP English Language and Composition (11th Grade)

Teacher: Hudson

PLC Content Area: English

Summer Assignment Description

The students will read one nonfiction book (Tuesdays with Morrie) and six short essays from
the course textbook ("Where | Lived and What | Lived For," "Me Talk Pretty One Day," "Hip
Hop Planet,” "Why Can't a Smart Woman Love Fashion?," "Is Google Making Us Stupid?," and
"Remarks by the President at the 50th Anniversary of the Selma to Montgomery Marches.").
They will complete a short written assignment (1.5 to 2 pages) for each. For Tuesdays with
Morrie, students will be required to interview an elderly relative or friend and ask them
questions related to ideas in the book. They will then write a brief reflection on the interview
and how it relates to themes in the book. For the six short essays, students will briefly analyze
the author’s point and purpose as well as reflect on their own reaction to each one. See
attached assignment sheet for complete details.

Date Due

First day of school.

Estimated Time for Completion

One to two weeks.

Tennessee Academic Standards/Approved Standards
Supporting Reference {List standard(s) correlation to
summer work)

AP Skills (Taken from Course Framework):

1.A Identify and describe the components of the rhetorical situation: the exigence, audience,
writer, purpose, context, and message.

These readings will be used to introduce the concept of the rhetorical situation during Q1;
Both assignments can also be used to illustrate the rhetorical situation--i.e. How did the level
of familiarity with the interviewer affect the choice of interview topics? How effective were
the arguments in the short essays with the student as the audience?

1.B Explain how an argument demonstrates understanding of an audience's beliefs, values,
or needs.

These readings are geared toward different audiences, so we will discuss how each author
crafts his argument based on his intended audience.

3.A Identify and explain claims and evidence within an argument.

Students will be identifying the authors' arguments in each of the readings and discussing how
the authors' support these arguments throughout the books.

Rationale for Summer Assignment

The focus of AP English Language is mainly nonfiction and argument. Students have not
usually read a lot of nonfiction pieces prior to this class. These readings are short, engaging
pieces of argumentative nonfiction. The elements of argument in each will be referred back to
throughout the year. In addition, most of the readings contain elements of memoir which will
be the focus of Q1, so these readings wilt be used to exemplify elements of memoir
throughout the first quarter.

Resources needed to complete Summer assignment

Copies of the readings.




How and when will this summer assignment be
assessed and scored? Also, what grading category and
what percentage will this summer assignment count in
the student’s grade?

This assignment will be collected on the first day of school and graded within the first two
weeks. It will count as a writing grade. Test/Writing/Project grades comprise 45% of the
quarter grade. However, there will be several other grades in this category throughout the
semester so this grade will make up less than 10% of their Q1 grade.

Additional Summer Assessments (If applicable - what
grading category and what percentage will each
additional summer assignment count in the student’s
grade?)

In addition to the written work, students will be given a multiple choice test over the reading
during the first week of school. Test/Writing/Project grades comprise 45% of the quarter
grade. However, there will be several other grades in this category throughout the semester
so this grade will make up less than 10% of their Q1 grade.

Teacher Summer Contact Information

christopher.hudson@acsk-12.org




2023 Summer Reading and Assignments
AP English Language and Composition
Arlington High School
Mr. Chris Hudson
christopher.hudson@acsk-12.org (or christheachiever@gmail.com)

Welcome to AP Language and Composition!

AP Language and Composition is a year-long, college-level course designed to engage you in
the study of language and rhetoric through the reading and analysis of rich and diverse texts
written in a variety of periods, disciplines, and rhetorical contexts. Atthe same time, you
will be engaged in becoming skilled writers who effectively compose for a variety of
purposes. Our study will be focused on making you aware of the interactions among a
writer’s purposes, audience expectations, and subjects as well as the way conventions of
genre contribute to effective writing. In order to prepare for this course, you will need to
continue practicing your critical reading and writing skills throughout the summer. These
assignments are not intended to ruin your summer, but to help you keep your brains working
throughout the lazy, hazy days of summer. All written assignments in this packet are
expected to be completed by the first day of class this August. You will have some extra
time during the first week to get them submitted to Canvas (which is replacing Schoology).
In addition to these assignments, you will be given a comprehensive test over these works
during the first week of school. While you shouldn’t wait until the last couple weeks of
summer to get started, if you start too early in the summer make sure to take good notes
and review the material before being assessed on them in August. I look forward to getting
to know you this upcoming school year!

Please feel free to contact me via e-mail with any questions about these assignments you
may have over the summer.

1. Book-Length Reading

In preparation for our first unit on memoir, you will read the following book (You may
either purchase this book or borrow a copy from me--while supplies last--prior to leaving
for the summer):

a. Tuesdays With Morrie by Mitch Albom (nonfiction)

II. Essays

To give you practice with reading short nonfiction, you will read the following six essays
(these essays are attached to this packet):

a. "Where I Lived and What I Lived For" by Henry David Thoreau

b. "Me Talk Pretty One Day" by David Sedaris

c. "Hip Hop Planet" by James McBride

d. "Why Can't a Smart Woman Love Fashion?" by Chimamanda Adichie

e. "Is Google Making Us Stupid?" by Nicholas Carr

f. "Remarks by the President at the 50th Anniversary of the Selma to Montgomery Marches”
by Barack Obama



III. Written Assignments
Complete the written assignments below for each of these two works.

A. Tuesdays With Morrie
After reading Tuesdays with Morrie:

Create a list of questions about life similar to lessons in the book and interview
someone you know over 60. (If you can't find someone over 60, you can ask someone
younger than that. But you will get the most out of this assignment if you find someone you
don't know very well.) Ask them specific questions about their life experiences. Type your
questions and take notes on the person’s responses. Then write a short essay (minimum 1% -
2 pages) detailing your interview process and your thoughts about the responses you
got from the person you chose to interview. Point out any responses that may connect
with Tuesdays With Morrie. (See below for written assignment requirements)

B. Short Essays

After reading each essay, create a chart like the example below and complete the
following information:

1. Title and Author: Title and author of the essay.

2. Point and Purpose: WHAT is being said in this essay--what do you think is the point
the author is trying to make? What do you think is the author's purpose ("purpose” is
what the author wants the audience to do or think after reading the essay) in writing this
piece? (2 sentences)

3. Quotes: Choose two quotes from the essay that you feel best exemplify the author's
point and purpose you identified in #2. Briefly (1 sentence for each) describe why you
chose each quote.

4. Audience Response: How did this essay affect you as a reader? What specifically
about the essay do you think made you have that reaction? (2-3 sentences)

Title and Author | Point and Purpose | Quotes Audience
Response

VI. Written Work Requirements:

All written portions must be:

e Typed
e 12 ptfont (use a font that is neat and legible—i.e. times new roman, cambria, calibri,
etc.)

e Double-spaced
e MLA format if referencing the book and/or using a quote in your paper




HENRY DAVID THOREAU [1817-1862]

Where I Lived, and
What I Lived For

Henry David Thoreau was born in 1817 and raised in Concord, Massa-
chusetts, living there for most of his life. Along with Ralph Waldo
Emerson, Thoreau was one of the most important thinkers of his time
in America and is still widely read today. Walden (1854), the work for
which he is best known, is drawn from the journal he kept during his
two-year-long stay in a cabin on Walden Pond. In Walden, Thoreau ex-
plores his interests in naturalism, individualism, and self-sufficiency.
He is also remembered for his essay “Civil Disobedience” (1849), an
early, influential statement of this tactic of protest later practiced by
Mahatma Gandhi and, under the leadership of Martin Luther King Jr.,
many in the civil rights movement.

“Where I Lived, and What I Lived For” is taken from Walden. In it,
Thoreau makes the argument for his going to live in the woods.
Writing about Walden, scholars have pointed out that Thoreau was not
particularly deep in the woods and that he was regularly visited and
supplied with, among other things, pies. As you read, consider how
this influences your acceptance of what he has to say.

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only
the essential facts of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach,
and not, when I came to die, discover that I had not lived. I did not wish
to live what was not life, living is so dear; nor did I wish to practice res-
ignation, unless it was quite necessary. I wanted to live deep and suck
out all the marrow of life, to live so sturdily and Spartan-like as to put
to rout all that was not life, to cut a broad swath and shave close, to
drive life into a corner, and reduce it to its lowest terms, and, if it proved
to be mean, why then to get the whole and genuine meanness of it,
and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were sublime, to know it
by experience, and be able to give a true account of it in my next excur-
sion. For most men, it appears to me, are in a strange uncertainty about
it, whether it is of the devil or of God, and have somewhat hastily con-
cluded that it is the chief end of man here to “glorify God and enjoy him
forever.”
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THOREAU/ Where I Lived, and What I Lived For

Still we live meanly, like ants; though the fable tells us that we were
long ago changed into men; like pygmies we fight with cranes; it is error
upon error, and clout upon clout, and our best virtue has for its occasion
a superfluous and evitable wretchedness. Our life is [rittered away by de-
tail. An honest man has hardly need to count more than his ten fingers,
or in extreme cases he may add his ten toes, and lump the rest.
Simplicity, simplicity, simplicity! I say, let your affairs be as two or three,
and not a hundred or a thousand; instead of a million count half a
dozen, and keep your accounts on your thumb-nail. In the midst of this
chopping sea of civilized life, such are the clouds and storms and quick-
sands and thousand-and-one items to be allowed for, that a man has to
live, if he would not founder and go to the bottom and not make his port
at all, by dead reckoning, and he must be a great calculator indeed who
succeeds. Simplify, simplify. Instead of three meals a day, if it be neces-
sary eat but one; instead of a hundred dishes, five; and reduce other
things in proportion. Our life is like a German Confederacy, made of up
petty states, with its boundary forever fluctuating, so that even a German
cannot tell you how it is bounded at any moment. The nation itself, with
all its so-called internal improvements, which, by the way are all exter-
nal and superficial, is just such an unwieldy and overgrown establish-
ment, cluttered with furniture and tripped up by its own traps, ruined by
luxury and heedless expense, by want of calculation and a worthy aim,
as the million households in the lands; and the only cure for it, as for
them, is in a rigid economy, a stern and more than Spartan simplicity of
life and elevation of purpose. It lives too fast. Men think that it is essen-
tial that the Nation have commerce, and export ice, and talk through a
telegraph, and ride thirty miles an hour, without a doubt, whether they
do or not; but whether we should live like baboons or like men, is a little
uncertain. If we do not get our sleepers, and forge rails, and devote days
and nights to the work, but go to tinkering upon our lives to improve
them, who will build railroads? And if railroads are not built, how shall
we gel to heaven in season? But if we stay at home and mind our busi-
ness, who will want railroads? We do not ride on the railroad; it rides
upon us. Did you ever think what those sleepers are that underlie the
railroad? Each one is a man, an Irishman, or a Yankee man. The rails are
laid on them, and they are covered with sand, and the cars run smoothly
over them. They are sound sleepers, I assure you. And every few years a
new lot is laid down and run over, so that, if some have the pleasure of
riding on a rail, others have the misfortune to be ridden upon. And when
they run over a man that is walking in his sleep, a supernumerary
sleeper in the wrong position, and wake him up, they suddenly stop the
cars, and make a hue and cry about it, as if this were an exception. I am
glad to know that it takes a gang of men for every five miles to keep the
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THOREAU/ Where I Lived, and What I Lived For

sleepers down and level in their beds as it is, for this is a sign that they
may sometimes get up again.

Why should we live with such hurry and waste of life? We are deter-
mined to be starved before we are hungry. Men say that a stitch in time
saves nine, and so they take a thousand stitches to-day to save nine to-
morrow. As for work, we haven’t any of any consequence. We have the
Saint Vitus’ dance, and cannot possibly keep our heads still. If I should
only give a few pulls at the parish bell-rope, as for a fire, that is, without
setting the bell, there is hardly a man on his farm in the outskirts of
Concord, notwithstanding that press of engagements which was his ex-
cuse so many times this morning, nor a boy, nor a woman, I might al-
most say, but would foresake all and follow that sound, not mainly to
save property from the flames, but, if we will confess the truth, much
more to see it burn, since burn it must, and we, be it known, did not set
it on fire—or to see it put out, and have a hand in it, if that is done as
handsomely; yes, even if it were the parish church itself. Hardly a man
takes a half-hour’s nap after dinner, but when he wakes he holds up his
head and asks, “What’s the news?” as if the rest of mankind had stood his
sentinels. Some give directions to be waked every half-hour, doubtless
for no other purpose; and then, to pay for it, they tell what they have
dreamed. After a night’s sleep the news is as indispensable as the break-
fast. “Pray tell me anything new that has happened to a man anywhere
on this globe” —and he reads it over his coffee and rolls, that a man has
had his eyes gouged out this morning on the Wachito River; never
dreaming the while that he lives in the dark unfathomed mammoth cave
of this world, and has but the rudiment of an eye himself.

For my part, I could easily do without the post-office. I think that
there are very few important communications made through it. To speak
critically, I never received more than one or two letters in my life—I
wrote this some years ago—that were worth the postage. The penny-
post is, commonly, an institution through which you seriously offer a
man that penny for his thoughts which is so often safely offered in jest.
And I am sure that I never read any memorable news in a newspaper. If
we read of one man robbed, or murdered, or killed by accident, or one
house burned, or one vessel wrecked or one steamboat blown up, or one
cow run over on the Western Railroad, or one mad dog killed, or one lot
of grasshoppers in the winter—we never need read of another. One is
enough. If you are acquainted with the principle, what do you care for a
myriad instances and applications? To a philosopher all news, as it is
called, is gossip, and they who edit and read it are old women over their
tea. Yet not a few are greedy after this gossip. There was such arush, as I
hear, the other day at one of the offices to learn the foreign news by the
last arrival, that several large squares of plate glass belonging to the es-

1319



THOREAU/ Where I Lived, and What I Lived For

tablishment were broken by the pressure —news which I seriously think
a ready wit might write a twelvemonth, or twelve years, beforehand with
sufficient accuracy. As for Spain, for instance, if you know how to throw
in Don Carlos and the Infanta, and Don Pedro and Seville and Granada,
from time to time in the right proportions —they may have changed the
names a little since I saw the papers—and serve up a bullfight when
other entertainments fail, it will be true to the letter, and give us as good
an idea of the exact state or ruin of things in Spain as the most succinct
and lucid reports under this head in the newspapers; and as for England,
almost the last significant scrap of news from that quarter was the revo-
lution of 1649; and if you have learned the history of her crops for an av-
erage year, you never need attend to that thing again, unless your
speculations are of a merely pecuniary character. If one may judge who
rarely looks into the newspapers, nothing new does ever happen in for-
eign parts, a French revolution not excepted.

What news! how much more important to know what that is which
was never old! “Kieou-he-yu (great dignitary of the state of Wei) sent a
man to Khoung-tseu to know his news. Khoung-tseu caused the messen-
ger to be seated near him, and questioned him in these terms: What is
your master doing? The messenger answered with respect: My master
desires to diminish the number of his faults, but he cannot come to the
end of them. The messenger being gone, the philosopher remarked:
What a worthy messenger! What a worthy messenger!” The preacher, in-
stead of vexing the ears of drowsy farmers on their day of rest at the end
of the week—for Sunday is the fit conclusion of an ill-spent week, and
not the fresh and brave beginning of a new one—with this one other
draggle-tail of a sermon, should shout with thundering voice, “Pause!
Avast! Why so seeming fast, but deadly slow?”

Shams and delusions are esteemed for soundless truths, while reality
is fabulous. If men would steadily observe realities only, and not allow
themselves to be deluded, life, to compare it with such things as we
know, would be like a fairy tale and the Arabian Nights’ Entertainments.
If we respected only what is inevitable and has a right to be, music and
poetry would resound along the streets. When we are unhurried and
wise, we perceive that only great and worthy things have any permanent
and absolute existence, that petty fears and petty pleasures are but the
shadow of the reality. This is always exhilarating and sublime. By closing
the eyes and slumbering, and consenting to be deceived by shows, men
establish and confirm their daily life of routine and habit everywhere,
which still is built on purely illusory foundations. Children, who play
life, discern its true law and relations more clearly than men, who fail to
live it worthily, but who think that they are wiser by experience, that is,
by failure. I have read in a Hindoo book, that “there was a king’s son,
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who, being expelled in infancy from his native city, was brought up by a
forester, and, growing up to maturity in that state, imagined himself to
belong to the barbarous race with which he lived. One of his father’s
ministers having discovered him, revealed to him what he was, and the
misconception of his character was removed, and he knew himself to be
a prince. So soul,” continues the Hindoo philosopher, “from the circum-
stances in which it is placed, mistakes its own character, until the truth
is revealed to it by some holy teacher and then it knows itself to be
Brahme.” 1 perceive that we inhabitants of New England live this mean
life that we do because our vision does not penetrate the surface of
things. We think that that is which appears to be. If a man should walk
through this town and see only the reality, where, think you, would the
“Milldam” go to? If he should give us an account of the realities he be-
held there, we should not recognize the place in his description. Look at
the meetinghouse, or a courthouse, or a jail, or a shop, or a dwelling-
house, and say what that thing really is before a true gaze, and they
would all go to pieces in your account of them. Men esteem truth re-
mote, in the outskirts of the system, behind the farthest star, before
Adam and after the last man. In eternity there is indeed something true
and sublime. But all these times and places and occasions are now and
here. God himself culminates in the present moment, and will never be
more divine in the lapse of all the ages. And we are enabled to apprehend
at all what is sublime and noble only by the perpetual instilling and
drenching of the reality that surrounds us. The universe constantly and
obediently answers to our conceptions; whether we travel fast or slow,
the track is laid for us. Let us spend our lives in conceiving then. The
poet or the artist never yet had so fair and noble a design but some of his
posterity at least could accomplish it.

Let us spend one day as deliberately as Nature, and not be thrown off
the track by every nutshell and mosquito’s wing that falls on the rails.
Let us rise early and fast, or breakfast, gently and without perturbation;
let company come and let company go, let the bells ring and the children
cry—determined to make a day of it. Why should we knock under and
go with the stream? Let us not be upset and overwhelmed in that terrible
rapid and whirlpool called a dinner, situated in the meridian shallows.
Weather this danger and you are safe, for the rest of the way is downhill.
With unrelaxed nerves, with morning vigor, sail by it, looking another
way, tied to the mast like Ulysses. If the engine whistles, let it whistle till
it is hoarse for its pains. If the bell rings, why should we run? We will
consider what kind of music they are like. Let us settle ourselves and
work and wedge our feet downward through the mud and slush of opin-
ion, and prejudice, and tradition, and delusion, and appearance, that al-
luvion which covers the globe, through Paris and London, through New
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York and Boston and Concord, through Church and State, through po-
etry and philosophy and religion, till we come to a hard bottom and
rocks in place, which we can call reality, and say, This is, and no mistake;
and then begin, having a point d’appui, below freshet and frost and fire, a
place where you might found a wall or a state, or set a lamppost safely,
or perhaps a gauge, not a Nilometer, but a Realometer, that future ages
might know how deep a freshet of shams and appearances had gathered
from time to time. If you stand right fronting and face to face to a fact,
you will see the sun glimmer on both its surfaces, as if it were a cimeter,
and feel its sweet edge dividing you through the heart and marrow, and
so you will happily conclude your mortal career. Be it life or death, we
crave only reality. If we are really dying, let us hear the rattle in our
throats and feel cold in the extremities; if we are alive, let us go about
our business.

Time is but the stream I go afishing in. I drink at it; but while I drink I
see the sandy bottom and detect how shallow it is. Its thin current slides
away but eternity remains. I would drink deeper; fish in the sky, whose
bottom is pebbly with stars. T cannot count one. I know not the first let-
ter of the alphabet. I have always been regretting that I was not as wise
as the day I was born. The intellect is a cleaver; it discerns and rifts its
way into the secret of things. I do not wish to be any more busy with my
hands than is necessary. My head is hands and feet. I feel all my best fac-
ulties concentrated in it. My instinct tells me that my head is an organ
for burrowing, as some creatures use their snout and fore paws, and
with it I would mine and burrow my way through these hills. I think that
the richest vein is somewhere hereabouts; so by the divining-rod and
thin rising vapors, I judge; and here I will begin to mine.

[1854]
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Me Talk Pretty One Day — By David Sedaris
From his book Me Talk Pretty One Day

At the age of forty-one, I am returning to school and have to think of myself as
what my French textbook calls “a true debutant.” After paying my tuition, I was issued
a student ID, which allows me a discounted entry fee at movie theaters, puppet shows,
and Festyland, a far-flung amusement park that advertises with billboards picturing a
cartoon stegosaurus sitting in a canoe and eating what appears to be a ham sandwich.

I’ve moved to Paris with hopes of learning the language. My school is an easy
ten-minute walk from my apartment, and on the first day of class I arrived eatly,
watching as the returning students greeted one another in the school lobby. Vacations
were recounted, and questions were raised concerning mutual friends with names like
Kang and Vlatnya. Regardless of their nationalities, everyone spoke what sounded to
me like excellent French. Some accents were better than others, but the students
exhibited an ease and confidence that I found intimidating. As an added discomfort,
they were all young, attractive, and well-dressed, causing me to feel not unlike Pa Kettle
trapped backstage after a fashion show.

The first day of class was nerve-racking because I knew I’d be expected to
perform. That’s the way they do it here — it’s everybody into the language pool, sink or
swim. The teacher marched in, deeply tanned from a recent vacation, and proceeded to
rattle off a series of administrative announcements. I’ve spent quite a few summers in
Normandy, and I took a monthlong French class before leaving New York. I'm not
completely in the dark, yet [ understood only half of what this woman was saying.

“If you have not meimslsxp or Igpdmurct by this time, then you should not be in
this room. Has everyone apzkiubjxow? Everyone? Good, we shall begin.” She spread
out her lesson plan and sighed, saying, “All right, then, who knows the alphabet?”

It was startling because (a) I hadn’t been asked that question in a while and (b) I
realized, while laughing, that I myself did not know the alphabet. They’re the same
letters, but in France they’re pronounced differently. I know the shape of the alphabet
but had no idea what it actually sounded like.

“Ahh.” The teacher went to the board and sketched the letter a. “Do we have

anyone in the room whose first name commences with an ahh?”
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Two Polish Annas raised their hands, and the teachers instructed them to present
themselves by stating their names, nationalities, occupations, and a brief list of things
they liked and disliked in this world. The first Anna hailed from an industrial town
outside of Warsaw and had front teeth the size of tombstones. She worked as a
seamstress, enjoyed quiet times with friends, and hated the mosquito.

“Oh, really,” the teacher said. “How very interesting. I thought that everyone
loved the mosquito, but here, in front of all the world, you claim to detest him. How is it
that we’ve been blessed with someone as unique and original as you? Tell us, please.”

The seamstress did not understand what was being said but knew that this was
an occasion for shame. Her rabbity mouth huffed for breath, and she stared down at her
lap as though the appropriate comeback were stitched somewhere alongside the zipper
of her slacks.

The second Anna learned from the first and claimed to love sunshine and detest
lies. It sounded like a translation of one of those Playmate of the Month data sheets, the
answers always written in the same loopy handwriting: “Turn-ons: Mom’s famous five-
alarm chili! Turn offs: insecurity and guys who come on too strong!!!!”

The two Polish Annas surely had clear notions of what they loved and hated, but
like the rest of us, they were limited in terms of vocabulary, and this made them appear
less than sophisticated. The teacher forged on, and we learned that Carlos, the Argentine
bandonion player, loved wine, music, and, in his words, “making sex with the womans
of the world.” Next came a beautiful young Yugoslav who identified herself as an
optimist, saying that she loved everything that life had to offer.

The teacher licked her lips, revealing a hint of the saucebox we would later
come to know. She crouched low for her attack, placed her hands on the young
woman’s desk, and leaned close, saying, “Oh yeah? And do you love your little war?”

While the optimist struggled to defend herself, I scrambled to think of an answer
to what had obviously become a trick question. How often is one asked what he loves in
this world? More to the point, how often is one asked and then publicly ridiculed for his
answer? I recalled my mother, flushed with wine, pounding the table top one night,
saying, “Love? I love a good steak cooked rare. I love my cat, and I love ...” My sisters
and I leaned forward, waiting to hear out names. “Tums,” our mother said. “I love

Tums.”
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The teacher killed some time accusing the Yugoslavian girl of masterminding a
program of genocide, and I jotted frantic notes in the margins of my pad. While I can
honestly say that I love leafing through medical textbooks devoted to severe
dermatological conditions, the hobby is beyond the reach of my French vocabulary, and
acting it out would only have invited controversy.

When called upon, I delivered an effortless list of things that I detest: blood
sausage, intestinal pates, brain pudding. I’d learned these words the hard way. Having
given it some thought, I then declared my love for IBM typewriters, the French word for
bruise, and my electric floor waxer. It was a short list, but still I managed to
mispronounce IBM and assign the wrong gender to both the floor waxer and the
typewriter. The teacher’s reaction led me to believe that these mistakes were capital
crimes in the country of France.

“Were you always this palicmkrexis?” she asked. “Even a fiuscrzsa ticiwelmun
knows that a typewriter is feminine.”

I absorbed as much of her abuse as I could understand, thinking — but not saying
— that I find it ridiculous to assign a gender to an inanimate object which is incapable of
disrobing and making an occasional fool of itself. Why refer to Lady Crack Pipe or
Good Sir Dishrag when these things could never live up to all that their sex implied?

The teacher proceeded to belittle everyone from German Eva, who hated
laziness, to Japanese Yukari, who loved paintbrushes and soap. Italian, Thai, Dutch,
Korean, and Chinese — we all left class foolishly believing that the worst over. She’d
shaken us up a little, but surely that was just an act designed to weed out the
deadweight. We didn’t know it then, but the coming months would teach us what it was
like to spend time in the presence of a wild animal, something completely
unpredictable. Her temperament was not based on a series of good and bad days but,
rather, good and bad moments. We soon learned to dodge chalk and protect our heads
and stomachs whenever she approached us with a question. She hadn’t yet punched
anyone, but it seemed wise to protect ourselves against the inevitable.

Though we were forbidden to speak anything but French, the teacher would
occasionally use us to practice any of her five fluent languages.

“I hate you,” she said to me one afternoon. Her English was flawless. “I really,

really hate you.” Call me sensitive, but I couldn’t help but take it personally.
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After being singled out as a lazy kfdtinvfm, I took to spending four hours a night
on my homework, putting in even more time whenever we were assigned an essay. I
suppose I could have gotten by with less, but I was determined to create some sort of
identity for myself: David, the hardworker, David the cut-up. We’d have one of those
“complete this sentence” exercises, and I’d fool with the thing for hours, invariably
settling on something like, “A quick run around the lake? I'd love to! Just give me a
moment while I strap on my wooden leg.” The teacher, through word and action,
conveyed the message that if this was my idea of an identity, she wanted nothing to do
with it.

My fear and discomfort crept beyond the borders of the classroom and
accompanied me out onto the wide boulevards. Stopping for a coffee, asking directions,
depositing money in my bank account: these things were out of the question, as they
involved having to speak. Before beginning school, there’d been no shutting me up, but
now I was convinced that everything I said was wrong. When the phone rang, I ignored
it. If someone asked me a question, I pretended to be deaf. I knew my fear was getting
the best of me when I started wondering why they don’t sell cuts of meat in vending
machines.

My only comfort was the knowledge that I was not alone. Huddled in the
hallways and making the most of our pathetic French, my fellow students and I engaged
in the sort of conversation commonly overhead in refugee camps.

“Sometimes me cry alone at night.”

“That be common for I, also, but be more strong, you. Much work and someday
you talk pretty. People start love you soon. Maybe tomorrow, okay.”

Unlike the French class I had taken in New York, here there was no sense of
competition. When the teacher poked a shy Korean in the eyelid with a freshly
sharpened pencil, we took no comfort in the fact that, unlike Hyeyoon Cho, we all know
the irregular past tense of the verb to defeat. In all fairness, the teacher hadn’t meant to
stab the girl, but neither did she spend much time apologizing, saying only, “Well, you
should have been vkkdyo more kdeynfulh.”

Over time it became impossible to believe that any of us would ever improve.
Fall arrived and it rained every day, meaning we would now be scolded for the water

dripping from our coats and umbrellas. It was mid-October when the teacher singled me
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out, saying, “Every day spent with you is like having a cesarean section.” And it struck
me that, for the first time since arriving in France, I could understand every word that
someone was saying.

Understanding doesn’t mean that you can suddenly speak the language. Far from
it. It’s a small step, nothing more, yet its rewards are intoxicating and deceptive. The
teacher continued her diatribe and I settled back, bathing in the subtle beauty of each

new curse and insult.

“You exhaust me with your foolishness and reward my efforts with nothing but
pain, do you understand me?"

The world opened up, and it was with great joy that I responded, “I know the

thing that you speak exact now. Talk me more, you, plus, please, plus.”

Sedaris, David. “Me Talk Pretty One Day.” Me Talk Pretty One Day. New York: Little,
Brown, 2000. 166-173.
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Hip Hop Planet

Whether you trace it to New York's South Bronx or the villages of West Africa, hip-hop has become the voice of a
generation demanding to be heard.

By James McBride

This is my nightmare: My daughter comes home with a guy and says, "Dad, we're getting married." And he's a
rapper, with a mouthful of gold teeth, a do-rag on his head, muscles popping out his arms, and a thug attitude. And
then the nightmare gets deeper, because before you know it, I'm hearing the pitter-patter of little feet, their
offspring, cascading through my living room, cascading through my life, drowning me with the sound of my own
hypocrisy, because when I was young, I was a knucklehead, too, hearing my own music, my own sounds. And so I
curse the day I saw his face, which is a reflection of my own, and I rue the day I heard his name, because I realize to
my horror that rap—music seemingly without melody, sensibility, instruments, verse, or harmony, music with no
beginning, end, or middle, music that doesn't even seem to be music —rules the world. It is no longer my world. It is
his world. And I live in it. I live on a hip-hop planet.

High-stepping

I remember when I first heard rap. I was standing in the kitchen at a party in Harlem. It was
1980. A friend of mine named Bill had just gone on the blink. He slapped a guy, a total stranger,
in the face right in front of me. I can't remember why. Bill was a fellow student. He was short-
circuiting. Problem was, the guy he slapped was a big guy, a dude wearing a do-rag who'd
crashed the party with three friends, and, judging by the fury on their faces, there would be no
Martin Luther King moments in our immediate future.

There were no white people in the room, though I confess I wished there had been, if only to
hide the paleness of my own frightened face. We were black and Latino students about to
graduate from Columbia University's journalism school, having learned the whos, whats, wheres,
whens, and whys of American reporting. But the real storytellers of the American experience
came from the world of the guy that Bill had just slapped. They lived less than a mile (1.6
kilometers) from us in the South Bronx. They had no journalism degrees. No money. No
credibility. What they did have, however, was talent.

Earlier that night, somebody tossed a record on the turntable, which sent my fellow students
stumbling onto the dance floor, howling with delight, and made me, a jazz lover, cringe. It
sounded like a broken record. It was a version of an old hit record called "Good Times," the
same four bars looped over and over. And on top of this loop, a kid spouted a rhyme about how
he was the best disc jockey in the world. It was called "Rapper's Delight." I thought it was the
most ridiculous thing I'd ever heard. More ridiculous than Bill slapping that stranger.

Bill survived that evening, but in many ways, I did not. For the next 26 years, I high-stepped past
that music the way you step over a crack in the sidewalk. I heard it pounding out of cars and
alleyways from Paris to Abidjan, yet I never listened. It came rumbling out of boomboxes from
Johannesburg to Osaka, yet I pretended not to hear. I must have strolled past the comer of St.
James Place and Fulton Street in my native Brooklyn where a fat kid named Christopher
Wallace, aka Biggie Smalls, stood amusing his friends with rhyme, a hundred times, yet I barely
noticed. I high-stepped away from that music for 26 years because it was everything I thought it



was, and more than I ever dreamed it would be, but mostly, because it held everything I wanted
to leave behind.

In doing so, I missed the most important cultural event in my lifetime.

Not since the advent of swing jazz in the 1930s has an American music exploded across the
world with such overwhelming force. Not since the Beatles invaded America and Elvis packed
up his blue suede shoes has a music crashed against the world with such outrage. This defiant
culture of song, graffiti, and dance, collectively known as hip-hop, has ripped popular music
from its moorings in every society it has permeated. In Brazil, rap rivals samba in popularity. In
China, teens spray-paint graffiti on the Great Wall. In France it has been blamed, unfairly, for the
worst civil unrest that country has seen in decades.

Its structure is unique, complex, and at times bewildering. Whatever music it eats becomes part
of its vocabulary, and as the commercial world falls into place behind it to gobble up the
powerful slop in its wake, it metamorphoses into the Next Big Thing. It is a music that defies
definition, yet defines our collective societies in immeasurable ways. To many of my generation,
despite all attempts to exploit it, belittle it, numb it, classify it, and analyze it, hip-hop remains an
enigma, a clarion call, a cry of "I am" from the youth of the world. We'd be wise, I suppose, to
start paying attention.

Burning Man

Imagine a burning man. He is on fire. He runs into the room. You put out the flames. Then
another burning man arrives. You put him out and go about your business. Then two, three, four,
five, ten appear. You extinguish them all, send them to the hospital. Then imagine no one bothers
to examine why the men caught fire in the first place. That is the story of hip-hop.

It is a music dipped in the boiling cauldron of race and class, and for that reason it is clouded
with mystics, snake oil salesmen, two-bit scholars, race-baiters, and sneaker salesmen, all
professing to know the facts, to be "real," when the reality of race is like shifting sand, dependent
on time, place, circumstance, and who's telling the history. Here's the real story: In the mid-
1970s, New York City was nearly broke. The public school system cut funding for the arts
drastically. Gone were the days when you could wander into the band room, rent a clarinet for a
minimal fee, and march it home to squeal on it and drive your parents nuts.

The kids of the South Bronx and Harlem came up with something else. In the summer of 1973, at
1595 East 174th Street in the Bronx River Houses, a black teenager named Afrika Bambaataa
stuck a speaker in his mother's first-floor living room window, ran a wire to the turntable in his
bedroom, and set the housing project of 3,000 people alight with party music. At the same time,
a Jamaican teenager named Kool DJ Herc was starting up the scene in the East Bronx, while a
technical whiz named Grandmaster Flash was rising to prominence a couple of miles south. The
Bronx became a music magnet for Puerto Ricans, Jamaicans, Dominicans, and black Americans
from the surrounding areas. Fab 5 Freddy, Kurtis Blow, and Melle Mel were only a few of the
pioneers. Grand Wizard Theodore, Kool DJ AJ, the Cold Crush Brothers, Spoony Gee, and the
Rock Steady Crew of B-boys showed up to "battle" —dance, trade quips and rhymes, check out



each other's records and equipment—not knowing as they strolled through the doors of the
community center near Bambaataa's mother's apartment that they were writing musical history.
Among them was an MC named Lovebug Starski, who was said to utter the phrase "hip-hop"
between breaks to keep time.

This is how it worked: One guy, the DJ, played records on two turntables. One guy —or girl —
served as master of ceremonies, or MC. The DJs learned to move the record back and forth under
the needle to create a "scratch," or to drop the needle on the record where the beat was the
hottest, playing "the break" over and over to keep the folks dancing. The MCs "rapped"” over the
music to keep the party going. One MC sought to outchat the other. Dance styles were created —
"locking" and "popping" and "breaking." Graffiti artists spread the word of the "I" because the
music was all about identity: I am the best. I spread the most love in the Bronx, in Harlem, in
Queens. The focus initially was not on the MCs, but on the dancers, or B-boys. Commercial
radio ignored it. DJs sold mix tapes out of the back of station wagons. "Rapper's Delight" by the
Sugarhill Gang —the song I first heard at that face-slapping party in Harlem —broke the music
onto radio in 1979.

That is the short history.

The long history is that spoken-word music made its way here on slave ships from West Africa
centuries ago: Ethnomusicologists trace hip-hop's roots to the dance, drum, and song of West
African griots, or storytellers, its pairing of word and music the manifestation of the painful
journey of slaves who survived the middle passage. The ring shouts, field hollers, and spirituals
of early slaves drew on common elements of African music, such as call and response and
improvisation. "Speech-song has been part of black culture for a long, long time," says Samuel
A. Floyd, director of the Center for Black Music Research at Columbia College in Chicago. The
"dozens," "toasts," and "signifying" of black Americans— verbal dueling, rhyming, self-
deprecating tales, and stories of blacks outsmarting whites —were defensive, empowering
strategies.

You can point to jazz musicians such as Oscar Brown, Jr., Edgar "Eddie" Jefferson, and Louis
Armstrong, and blues greats such as John Lee Hooker, and easily find the foreshadowing of rap
music in the verbal play of their work. Black performers such as poet Nikki Giovanni and Gil
Scott-Heron, a pianist and vocalist who put spoken political lyrics to music (most famously in
"The Revolution Will Not Be Televised"), elevated spoken word to a new level.

But the artist whose work arguably laid the groundwork for rap as we know it was Amiri Baraka,
a beat poet out of Allen Ginsberg's Greenwich Village scene. In the late 1950s and '60s, Baraka
performed with shrieks, howls, cries, stomps, verse floating ahead of or behind the rhythm,
sometimes in staccato syncopation. It was performance art, delivered in a dashiki and Afro, in
step with the anger of a bold and sometimes frightening nationalistic black movement, and it
inspired what might be considered the first rap group, the Last Poets.

I was 13 when I first heard the Last Poets in 1970. They scared me. To black America, they were
like the relatives you hoped wouldn't show up at your barbecue because the boss was there —the
old Aunt Clementine who would arrive, get drunk, and pull out her dentures. My parents refused



to allow us to play their music in our house—so my siblings waited until my parents went to
work and played it anyway. They were the first musical group I heard to use the N-word on a
record, with songs like "N------ Are Scared of Revolution." In a world where blacks were
evolving from "Negroes" to "blacks," and the assassinations of civil rights leaders Malcolm X
and Martin Luther King, Jr., still reverberated in the air like a shotgun blast, the Last Poets
embodied black power. Their records consisted of percussion and spoken-word rhyme. They
were wildly popular in my neighborhood. Their debut recording sold 400,000 records in three
months, says Last Poet member Umar Bin Hassan. "No videos, no radio play, strictly word of
mouth." The group's demise coincided with hip-hop's birth in the 1970s.

It's unlikely that the Last Poets ever dreamed the revolution they sang of would take the form it
has. "We were about the movement," Abiodun Oyewole, a founder of the group, says. "A lot of
today's rappers have talent. But a lot of them are driving the car in the wrong direction."

The Crossover

Highways wrap around the city of Dayton, Ohio, like a ribbon bow-tied on a box of chocolates
from the local Esther Price candy factory. They have six ladies at the plant who do just that: Tie
ribbons around boxes all day. Henry Rosenkranz can tell you about it. "I love candy," says
Henry, a slim white teenager in glasses and a hairnet, as he strolls the factory, bucket in hand.
His full-time after-school job is mopping the floors.

Henry is a model American teenager— and the prototypical consumer at which the hip-hop
industry is squarely aimed, which has his parents sitting up in their seats. The music that was
once the purview of black America has gone white and gone commercial all at once. A sea of
white faces now rises up to greet rap groups as they perform, many of them teenagers like Henry,
a NASCAR fanatic and self-described redneck. "I live in Old North Dayton," he says. "It's a
white, redneck area. But hip-hop is so prominent with country people . . . if you put them behind
a curtain and hear them talk, you won't know if they're black or white. There's a guy I work with,
when Kanye West sings about a gold digger, he can relate because he's paying alimony and child
support.”

Obviously, it's not just working-class whites, but also affluent, suburban kids who identify with
this music with African-American roots. A white 16-year-old bollering rap lyrics at the top of his
lungs from the driver's seat of his dad's late-model Lexus may not have the same rationale to
howl at the moon as a working-class kid whose parents can't pay for college, yet his own anguish
is as real to him as it gets. What attracts white kids to this music is the same thing that prompted
outraged congressmen to decry jazz during the 1920s and Tipper Gore to campaign decades later
against violent and sexually explicit lyrics: life on the other side of the tracks; its "cool" or illicit
factor, which black Americans, like it or not, are always perceived to possess.

Hip-hop has continually changed form, evolving from party music to social commentary with the
1982 release of Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five's "The Message." Today, alternative
hip-hop artists continue to produce socially conscious songs, but most commercial rappers spout
violent lyrics that debase women and gays. Beginning with the so-called gangsta rap of the '90s,
popularized by the still unsolved murders of rappers Biggie Smalls and Tupac Shakur, the genre



has become dominated by rappers who brag about their lives of crime. 50 Cent, the hip-hop star
of the moment, trumpets his sexual exploits and boasts that he has been shot nine times.

"People call hip-hop the MTV music now," scoffs Chuck D, of Public Enemy, known for its
overtly political rap. "It's Big Brother controlling you. To slip something in there that's
indigenous to the roots, that pays homage to the music that came before us, it's the Mount
Everest of battles."

Most rap songs unabashedly function as walking advertisements for luxury cars, designer
clothes, and liquor. Agenda Inc., a "pop culture brand strategy agency," listed Mercedes-Benz as
the number one brand mentioned in Billboard's top 20 singles in 2005. Hip-hop sells so much
Hennessy cognac, listed at number six, that the French makers, deader than yesterday's beer a
decade ago, are now rolling in suds. The company even sponsored a contest to win a visit to its
plant in France with a famous rapper.

In many ways, the music represents an old dream. It's the pot of gold to millions of kids like
Henry, who quietly agonizes over how his father slaves 14 hours a day at two tool-and-die
machine jobs to make ends meet. Like teenagers across the world, he fantasizes about working in
the hip-hop business and making millions himself.

"My parents hate hip-hop,” Henry says, motoring his 1994 Dodge Shadow through traffic on the
way home from work on a hot October afternoon. "But I can listen to Snoop Dogg and hear him
call women whores, and I know he has a wife and children at home. It's just a fantasy. Everyone
has the urge deep down to be a bad guy or a bad girl. Everyone likes to talk the talk, but not
everyone will walk the walk."

Full Circle

You breathe in and breathe out a few times and you are there. Eight hours and a wake-up shake
on the flight from New York, and you are on the tarmac in Dakar, Senegal. Welcome to Africa.
The assignment: Find the roots of hip-hop. The music goes full circle. The music comes home to
Africa. That whole bit. Instead it was the old reporter's joke: You go out to cover a story and the
story covers you. The stench of poverty in my nostrils was so strong it pulled me to earth like a
hundred-pound ring in my nose. Dakar's Sandaga market is full of "local color" —unless you live
there. It was packed and filthy, stalls full of new merchandise surrounded by shattered pieces of
life everywhere, broken pipes, bicycle handlebars, fruit flies, soda bottles, beggars, dogs, cell
phones. A teenage beggar, his body malformed by polio, crawled by on hands and feet, like a
spider. He said, "Hey brother, help me." When I looked into his eyes, they were a bottomless
ocean.

The Hotel Teranga is a fortress, packed behind a concrete wall where beggars gather at the front
gate. The French tourists march past them, the women in high heels and stonewashed jeans. They
sidle through downtown Dakar like royalty, haggling in the market, swimming in the hotel pool
with their children, a scene that resembles Birmingham, Alabama, in the 1950s —the blacks
serving, the whites partying. Five hundred yards (460 meters) away, Africans eat off the



sidewalk and sell peanuts for a pittance. There is a restlessness, a deep sense of something gone
wrong in the air.

The French can't smell it, even though they've had a mouthful back home. A good amount of the
torching of Paris suburbs in October 2005 was courtesy of the children of immigrants from
former French African colonies, exhausted from being bottled up in housing projects for
generations with no job prospects. They telegraphed the punch in their music—France is the
second largest hip-hop market in the world—but the message was ignored. Around the globe, rap
music has become a universal expression of outrage, its macho pose borrowed from commercial
hip-hop in the U.S.

In Dakar, where every kid is a microphone and turntable away from squalor, and American
rapper Tupac Shakur's picture hangs in market stalls of folks who don't understand English, rap
is king. There are hundreds of rap groups in Senegal today. French television crews troop in and
out of Dakar's nightclubs filming the kora harp lute and tama talking drum with regularity. But
beneath the drumming and the dance lessons and the jingling sound of tourist change, there is a
quiet rage, a desperate fury among the Senegalese, some of whom seem to bear an intense dislike
of their former colonial rulers.

"We know all about French history," says Abdou Ba, a Senegalese producer and musician. "We
know about their kings, their castles, their art, their music. We know everything about them. But
they don't know much about us."

Assane N'Diaye, 19, loves hip-hop music. Before he left his Senegalese village to work as a DJ
in Dakar, he was a fisherman, just like his father, like his father's father before him. Tall, lean,
with a muscular build and a handsome chocolate face, Assane became a popular DJ, but the
equipment he used was borrowed, and when his friend took it back, success eluded him. He has
returned home to Toubab Dialaw, about 25 miles (40 kilometers) south of Dakar, a village
marked by a huge boulder, perhaps 40 feet (12 meters) high, facing the Atlantic Ocean.

About a century and a half ago, a local ruler led a group of people fleeing slave traders to this
place. He was told by a white trader to come here, to Toubab Dialaw. When he arrived, the
slavers followed. A battle ensued. The ruler fought bravely but was killed. The villagers buried
him by the sea and marked his grave with a small stone, and over the years it is said to have
sprouted like a tree planted by God. It became a huge, arching boulder that stares out to sea,
protecting the village behind it. When the fishermen went deep out to sea, the boulder was like a
lighthouse that marked the way home. The Great Rock of Toubab Dialaw is said to hold a magic
spirit, a spirit that Assane N'Diaye believes in.

In the shadow of the Great Rock, Assane has built a small restaurant, Chez Las, decorated with
hundreds of seashells. It is where he lives his hip-hop dream. At night, he and his brother and
cousin stand by the Great Rock and face the sea. They meditate. They pray. Then they write rap
lyrics that are worlds away from the bling-bling culture of today's commercial hip-hoppers. They
write about their lives as village fishermen, the scarcity of catch forcing them to fish in deeper
and deeper waters, the hardship of fishing for 8, 10, 14 days at a time in an open pirogue in rainy
season, the high fee they pay to rent the boat, and the paltry price their catches fetch on the



market. They write about the humiliation of poverty, watching their town sprout up around them
with rich Dakarians and richer French. And they write about the relatives who leave in the
morning and never return, surrendered to the sea, sharks, and God.

The dream, of course, is to make a record. They have their own demo, their own logo, and their
own name, Salam T. D. (for Toubab Dialaw). But rap music represents a deeper dream: a better
life. "We want money to help our parents," Assane says over dinner. "We watch our mothers boil
water to cook and have nothing to put in the pot."

He fingers his food lightly. "Rap doesn't belong to American culture," he says. "It belongs here.
It has always existed here, because of our pain and our hardships and our suffering."

On this cool evening in a restaurant above their village, these young men, clad in baseball caps
and T-shirts, appear no different from their African-American counterparts, with one exception.
After a dinner of chicken and rice, Assane says something in Wolof to the others. Silently and
without ceremony, they take every bit of the leftover dinner—the half-eaten bread, rice, pieces of
chicken, the chicken bones—and dump them into a plastic bag to give to the children in the
village. They silently rise from the table and proceed outside. The last I see of them, their regal
figures are outlined in the dim light of the doorway, heading out to the darkened village, holding
on to that bag as though it held money.

The City of Gods

Some call the Bronx River Houses the City of Gods, though if God has been by lately, he
must've slipped out for a chicken sandwich. The 10 drab, red-brick buildings spread out across
14 acres (5.7 hectares), coming into view as you drive east across the East 174th Street Bridge.
The Bronx is the hallowed holy ground of hip-hop, the place where it all began. Visitors take
tours through this neighborhood now, care of a handful of fortyish "old-timers," who point out
the high and low spots of hip-hop's birthplace.

It is a telling metaphor for the state of America's racial landscape that you need a permit to hold a
party in the same parks and playgrounds that produced the music that changed the world. The rap
artists come and go, but the conditions that produced them linger. Forty percent of New York
City's black males are jobless. One in three black males born in 2001 will end up in prison. The
life expectancy of black men in the U.S. ranks below that of men in Sri Lanka and Colombia. It
took a massive hurricane in New Orleans for the United States to wake up to its racial realities.

That is why, after 26 years, I have come to embrace this music I tried so hard to ignore. Hip-hop
culture is not mine. Yet I own it. Much of it I hate. Yet I love it, the good of it. To confess a love
for a music that, at least in part, embraces violence is no easy matter, but then again our national
anthem talks about bombs bursting in air, and I love that song, too. At its best, hip-hop lays bare
the empty moral cupboard that is our generation's legacy. This music that once made visible the
inner culture of America's greatest social problem, its legacy of slavery, has taken the dream
deferred to a global scale. Today, 2 percent of the Earth's adult population owns more than 50
percent of its household wealth, and indigenous cultures are swallowed with the rapidity of a
teenager gobbling a bag of potato chips. The music is calling. Over the years, the instruments



change, but the message is the same. The drums are pounding out a warning. They are telling us
something. Our children can hear it.

The question is: Can we?



Why Can't a Smart Woman Love Fashion?

After years of dressing down to make the right impression, novelist Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie wises up to a truth that her Nigerian mother has known all along

By Chimamanda Nqozi Adichie Published: Feb 20, 2014

As a child, | loved watching my mother get dressed for Mass. She folded and twisted and
pinned her ichafu until it sat on her head like a large flower. She wrapped her george—
heavy beaded cloth, alive with embroidery, always in bright shades of red or purple or
pink—around her waist in two layers. The first, the longer piece, hit her ankles, and the
second formed an elegant tier just below her knees. Her sequined blouse caught the
light and glittered. Her shoes and handbag always matched. Her lips shone with gloss. As
she moved, so did the heady scent of Dior Poison. | loved, too, the way she dressed me
in pretty little-girl clothes, lace-edged socks pulled up to my calves, my hair arranged in
two puffy bunny-tails. My favorite memory is of a sunny Sunday morning, standing in
front of her dressing table, my mother clasping her necklace around my neck, a delicate
gold wisp with a fish-shape pendant, the mouth of the fish open as though in delighted
surprise.

For her work as a university administrator, my mother also wore color: skirt suits,
feminine swingy dresses belted at the waist, medium-high heels. She was stylish, but
she was not unusual. Other middle-class Igbo women also invested in gold jewelry, in
good shoes, in appearance. They searched for the best tailors to make clothes for them
and their children. If they were lucky enough to travel abroad, they shopped mostly for
clothes and shoes. They spoke of grooming almost in moral terms. The rare woman who
did not appear well dressed and well lotioned was frowned upon, as though her
appearance were a character failing. “She doesn't look like a person," my mother would
say.

As a teenager, | searched her trunks for crochet tops from the 1970s. | took a pair of her
old jeans to a seamstress who turned them into a miniskirt. | once wore my brother's
tie, knotted like a man's, to a party. For my 17th birthday, | designed a halter maxidress,
low in the back, the collar lined with plastic pearls. My tailor, a gentle man sitting in his
market stall, looked baffled while | explained it to him. My mother did not always
approve of these clothing choices, but what mattered to her was that | made an effort.
Ours was a relatively privileged life, but to pay attention to appearance—and to look as
though one did—was a trait that cut across class in Nigeria.

When | left home to attend university in America, the insistent casualness of dress
alarmed me. | was used to a casualness with care—T-shirts ironed crisp, jeans altered
for the best fit—but it seemed that these students had rolled out of bed in their



pajamas and come straight to class. Summer shorts were so short they seemed like
underwear, and how, | wondered, could people wear rubber flip-flops to school?

Still, | realized quickly that some outfits | might have casually worn on a Nigerian
university campus would simply be impossible now. | made slight amendments to
accommodate my new American life. A lover of dresses and skirts, | began to wear more
jeans. | walked more often in America, so | wore fewer high heels, but always made sure
my flats were feminine. | refused to wear sneakers outside a gym. Once, an American
friend told me, "You're overdressed." In my short-sleeve top, cotton trousers, and high
wedge sandals, | did see her point, especially for an undergraduate class. But | was not
uncomfortable. | felt like myself.

My writing life changed that. Short stories | had been working on for years were finally
receiving nice, handwritten rejection notes. This was progress of sorts. Once, at a
workshop, | sat with other unpublished writers, silently nursing our hopes and watching
the faculty—published writers who seemed to float in their accomplishment. A fellow
aspiring writer said of one faculty member, "Look at that dress and makeup! You can't
take her seriously." | thought the woman looked attractive, and | admired the grace with
which she walked in her heels. But | found myself quickly agreeing. Yes, indeed, one
could not take this author of three novels seriously, because she wore a pretty dress and
two shades of eye shadow.

| had learned a lesson about Western culture: Women who wanted to be taken seriously
were supposed to substantiate their seriousness with a studied indifference to
appearance. For serious women writers in particular, it was better not to dress well at
all, and if you did, then it was best to pretend that you had not put much thought into it.
If you spoke of fashion, it had to be either with apology or with the slightest of sneers.
The further your choices were from the mainstream, the better. The only circumstance
under which caring about clothes was acceptable was when making a statement,
creating an image of some sort to be edgy, eclectic, counterculture. It could not merely
be about taking pleasure in clothes.

A good publisher had bought my novel. | was 26 years old. | was eager to be taken
seriously. And so began my years of pretense. | hid my high heels. | told myself that
orange, flattering to my skin tone, was too loud. That my large earrings were too much. |
wore clothes | would ordinarily consider uninteresting, nothing too bright or too fitted
or too unusual. | made choices thinking only about this: How should a serious woman
writer be? | didn't want to fook as if | tried too hard. | also wanted to look older. Young
and female seemed to me a bad combination for being taken seriously.

Once, | brought a pair of high heels to a literary event but left them in my suitcase and
wore flats instead. An old friend said, "Wear what you want to; it's your work that
matters." But he was a man, and | thought that was easy for him to say. Intellectually, |



agreed with him. | would have said the same thing to someone else. But it took years
before | truly began to believe this.

I am now 36 years old. During my most recent book tour, | wore, for the first time,
clothes that made me happy. My favorite outfit was a pair of ankara-print shorts, a
damask top, and yellow high-heel shoes. Perhaps it is the confidence that comes with
being older. Perhaps it is the good fortune of being published and read seriously, but |
no longer pretend not to care about clothes. Because | do care. | love embroidery and
texture. | love lace and full skirts and cinched waists. | love black, and t love color. | love
heels, and | love flats. | love exquisite detailing. | love shorts and long maxidresses and
feminine jackets with puffy sleeves. | love colored trousers. | love shopping. | fove my
two wonderful tailors in Nigeria, who often give me suggestions and with whom |
exchange sketches. | admire well-dressed women and often make a point to tell them
s0. Just because. | dress now thinking of what | like, what | think fits and flatters, what
puts me in a good mood. | feel again myself—an idea that is no less true for being a bit
hackneyed.

I like to think of this, a little fancifully, as going back to my roots. | grew up, after all, in a
world in which a woman's seriousness was not incompatible with an interest in
appearance; if anything, an interest in appearance was expected of women who wanted
to be taken seriously.

My mother made history as the first woman to be registrar of the University of Nigeria
at Nsukka; her speeches at senate meetings were famous for their eloquence and
brilliance. Now, at 70, she still loves clothes. Our tastes, though, are very different. She
wishes | were more conventional. She would like to see me wearing jewelry that
matches and long hair weaves. (In her world, better one real-gold set than 20 of what
she calls "costume"; in her world, my kinky hair is "untidy.") Still, | am my mother's
daughter, and | invest in appearance.
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Is Google Making Us Stupid?

WHAT THE INTERNET IS DOING TO OUR BRAINS
By Nicholas Carr

Ilustration by Guy Billout

"Dave, stop. Stop, will you? Stop, Dave. Will you stop, Dave?” So the supercomputer HAL pleads with
the implacable astronaut Dave Bowman in a famous and weirdly poignant scene toward the end of
Stanley Kubrick's 2001: A Space Odyssey. Bowman, having nearly been sent to a deep-space death by
the malfunctioning machine, is calmly, coldly disconnecting the memory circuits that control its
artificial “ brain. “Dave, my mind is going,” HAL says, forlornly. “I can feel it. I can feel it.”

I can feel it, too. Over the past few years I've had an uncomfortable sense that someone, or something,
has been tinkering with my brain, remapping the neural circuitry, reprogramming the memory. My
mind isn’t going—so far as I can tell—but it’s changing. I'm not thinking the way I used to think. I can
feel it most strongly when I'm reading. Immersing myself in a book or a lengthy article used to be easy.
My mind would get caught up in the narrative or the turns of the argument, and I'd spend hours
strolling through long stretches of prose. That’s rarely the case anymore. Now my concentration often
starts to drift after two or three pages. I get fidgety, lose the thread, begin looking for something else to
do. I feel as if 'm always dragging my wayward brain back to the text. The deep reading that used to
come naturally has become a struggle.

I think I know what’s going on. For more than a decade now, I've been spending a lot of time online,
searching and surfing and sometimes adding to the great databases of the Internet. The Web has been
a godsend to me as a writer. Research that once required days in the stacks or periodical rooms of



libraries can now be done in minutes. A few Google searches, some quick clicks on hyperlinks, and I've
got the telltale fact or pithy quote I was after. Even when I'm not working, I'm as likely as not to be
foraging in the Web’s info-thickets'reading and writing e-mails, scanning headlines and blog posts,
watching videos and listening to podcasts, or just tripping from link to link to link. (Unlike footnotes,
to which they’re sometimes likened, hyperlinks don’t merely point to related works; they propel you
toward them.)

For me, as for others, the Net is becoming a universal medium, the conduit for most of the information
that flows through my eyes and ears and into my mind. The advantages of having immediate access to
such an incredibly rich store of information are many, and they’ve been widely described and duly
applauded. “The perfect recall of silicon memory,” Wired’s Clive Thompson has written, “can be an
enormous boon to thinking.” But that boon comes at a price. As the media theorist Marshall McLuhan
pointed out in the 1960s, media are not just passive channels of information. They supply the stuff of
thought, but they also shape the process of thought. And what the Net seems to be doing is chipping
away my capacity for concentration and contemplation. My mind now expects to take in information
the way the Net distributes it: in a swiftly moving stream of particles. Once I was a scuba diver in the
sea of words. Now I zip along the surface like a guy on a Jet Ski.

-

I'm not the only one. When I mention my troubles with reading to friends and acquaintances—literary
types, most of them—many say they’re having similar experiences. The more they use the Web, the
more they have to fight to stay focused on long pieces of writing. Some of the bloggers I follow have
also begun mentioning the phenomenon. Scott Karp, who writes a blog about online media, recently
confessed that he has stopped reading books altogether. “I was a lit major in college, and used to be [a]
voracious book reader,” he wrote. “What happened?” He speculates on the answer: “What if I do all my
reading on the web not so much because the way I read has changed, i.e. I'm just seeking convenience,
but because the way I THINK has changed?”

Bruce Friedman, who blogs regularly about the use of computers in medicine, also has described how
the Internet has altered his mental habits. “I now have almost totally lost the ability to read and absorb
a longish article on the web or in print,” he wrote earlier this year. A pathologist who has long been on
the faculty of the University of Michigan Medical School, Friedman elaborated on his comment in a
telephone conversation with me. His thinking, he said, has taken on a “staccato” quality, reflecting the
way he quickly scans short passages of text from many sources online. “I can’t read War and Peace
anymore,” he admitted. “I've lost the ability to do that. Even a blog post of more than three or four
paragraphs is too much to absorb. I skim it.”

Anecdotes alone don’t prove much. And we still await the long-term neurological and psychological
experiments that will provide a definitive picture of how Internet use affects cognition. But a recently
published study of online research habits , conducted by scholars from University College London,
suggests that we may well be in the midst of a sea change in the way we read and think. As part of the
five-year research program, the scholars examined computer logs documenting the behavior of visitors
to two popular research sites, one operated by the British Library and one by a U.K. educational
consortium, that provide access to journal articles, e-books, and other sources of written information.
They found that people using the sites exhibited “a form of skimming activity,” hopping from one
source to another and rarely returning to any source they’d already visited. They typically read no more



than one or two pages of an article or book before they would “bounce” out to another site. Sometimes
they’d save a long article, but there’s no evidence that they ever went back and actually read it. The
authors of the study report:

It is clear that users are not reading online in the traditional sense; indeed there are signs that
new forms of “reading” are emerging as users “power browse” horizontally through titles,
contents pages and abstracts going for quick wins. It almost seems that they go online to avoid
reading in the traditional sense.

Thanks to the ubiquity of text on the Internet, not to mention the popularity of text-messaging on cell
phones, we may well be reading more today than we did in the 1970s or 1980s, when television was our
medium of choice. But it’s a different kind of reading, and behind it lies a different kind of thinking
—perhaps even a new sense of the self. “We are not only what we read,” says Maryanne Wolf, a
developmental psychologist at Tufts University and the author of Proust and the Squid: The Story and
Science of the Reading Brain. “We are how we read.” Wolf worries that the style of reading promoted
by the Net, a style that puts “efficiency” and “immediacy” above all else, may be weakening our capacity
for the kind of deep reading that emerged when an earlier technology, the printing press, made long
and complex works of prose commonplace. When we read online, she says, we tend to become “mere
decoders of information.” Our ability to interpret text, to make the rich mental connections that form
when we read deeply and without distraction, remains largely disengaged.

Reading, explains Wolf, is not an instinctive skill for human beings. It’s not etched into our genes the
way speech is. We have to teach our minds how to translate the symbolic characters we see into the
language we understand. And the media or other technologies we use in learning and practicing the
craft of reading play an important part in shaping the neural circuits inside our brains. Experiments
demonstrate that readers of ideograms, such as the Chinese, develop a mental circuitry for reading that
is very different from the circuitry found in those of us whose written language employs an alphabet.
The variations extend across many regions of the brain, including those that govern such essential
cognitive functions as memory and the interpretation of visual and auditory stimuli. We can expect as
well that the circuits woven by our use of the Net will be different from those woven by our reading of
books and other printed works.

Sometime in 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche bought a typewriter—a Malling-Hansen Writing Ball, to be
precise. His vision was failing, and keeping his eyes focused on a page had become exhausting and
painful, often bringing on crushing headaches. He had been forced to curtail his writing, and he feared
that he would soon have to give it up. The typewriter rescued him, at least for a time. Once he had
mastered touch-typing, he was able to write with his eyes closed, using only the tips of his fingers.
Words could once again flow from his mind to the page.

But the machine had a subtler effect on his work. One of Nietzsche’s friends, a composer, noticed a
change in the style of his writing. His already terse prose had become even tighter, more telegraphic.
“Perhaps you will through this instrument even take to a new idiom,” the friend wrote in a letter,
noting that, in his own work, his ““thoughts’ in music and language often depend on the quality of pen
and paper.”

Also see:



Living With a Computer (July 1982)
"The process works this way. When I sit down to write a letter or start the first draft of an article, I
simply type on the keyboard and the words appear on the screen..." By James Fallows

“You are right,” Nietzsche replied, “our writing equipment takes part in the forming of our thoughts.”
Under the sway of the machine, writes the German media scholar Friedrich A. Kittler , Nietzsche’s
prose “changed from arguments to aphorisms, from thoughts to puns, from rhetoric to telegram style.”

The human brain is almost infinitely malleable. People used to think that our mental meshwork, the
dense connections formed among the 100 billion or so neurons inside our skulls, was largely fixed by
the time we reached adulthood. But brain researchers have discovered that that’s not the case. James
Olds, a professor of neuroscience who directs the Krasnow Institute for Advanced Study at George
Mason University, says that even the adult mind “is very plastic.” Nerve cells routinely break old
connections and form new ones. “The brain,” according to Olds, “has the ability to reprogram itself on
the fly, altering the way it functions.”

As we use what the sociologist Daniel Bell has called our “intellectual technologies”—the tools that
extend our mental rather than our physical capacities—we inevitably begin to take on the qualities of
those technologies. The mechanical clock, which came into common use in the 14th century, provides a
compelling example. In Technics and Civilization, the historian and cultural critic Lewis Mumford
described how the clock “disassociated time from human events and helped create the belief in an
independent world of mathematically measurable sequences.” The “abstract framework of divided
time” became “the point of reference for both action and thought.”

The clock’s methodical ticking helped bring into being the scientific mind and the scientific man. But it
also took something away. As the late MIT computer scientist Joseph Weizenbaum observed in his
1976 book, Computer Power and Human Reason: From Judgment to Calculation, the conception of
the world that emerged from the widespread use of timekeeping instruments “remains an
impoverished version of the older one, for it rests on a rejection of those direct experiences that formed
the basis for, and indeed constituted, the old reality.” In deciding when to eat, to work, to sleep, to rise,
we stopped listening to our senses and started obeying the clock.

The process of adapting to new intellectual technologies is reflected in the changing metaphors we use
to explain ourselves to ourselves. When the mechanical clock arrived, people began thinking of their
brains as operating “like clockwork.” Today, in the age of software, we have come to think of them as
operating “like computers.” But the changes, neuroscience tells us, go much deeper than metaphor.
Thanks to our brain’s plasticity, the adaptation occurs also at a biological level.

The Internet promises to have particularly far-reaching effects on cognition. In a paper published in
1936, the British mathematician Alan Turing proved that a digital computer, which at the time existed
only as a theoretical machine, could be programmed to perform the function of any other information-
processing device. And that’s what we're seeing today. The Internet, an immeasurably powerful
computing system, is subsuming most of our other intellectual technologies. It's becoming our map
and our clock, our printing press and our typewriter, our calculator and our telephone, and our radio
and TV.

When the Net absorbs a medium, that medium is re-created in the Net’s image. It injects the medium’s



content with hyperlinks, blinking ads, and other digital gewgaws, and it surrounds the content with the
content of all the other media it has absorbed. A new e-mail message, for instance, may announce its
arrival as we're glancing over the latest headlines at a newspaper’s site. The result is to scatter our
attention and diffuse our concentration.

The Net’s influence doesn’t end at the edges of a computer screen, either. As people’s minds become
attuned to the crazy quilt of Internet media, traditional media have to adapt to the audience’s new
expectations. Television programs add text crawls and pop-up ads, and magazines and newspapers
shorten their articles, introduce capsule summaries, and crowd their pages with easy-to-browse
info-snippets. When, in March of this year, TheNew York Times decided to devote the second and third
pages of every edition to article abstracts , its design director, Tom Bodkin, explained that the
“shortcuts” would give harried readers a quick “taste” of the day’s news, sparing them the “less
efficient” method of actually turning the pages and reading the articles. Old media have little choice but
to play by the new-media rules.

Never has a communications system played so many roles in our lives—or exerted such broad influence
over our thoughts—as the Internet does today. Yet, for all that’s been written about the Net, there’s
been little consideration of how, exactly, it’s reprogramming us. The Net’s intellectual ethic remains

obscure.

About the same time that Nietzsche started using his typewriter, an earnest young man named
Frederick Winslow Taylor carried a stopwatch into the Midvale Steel plant in Philadelphia and began a
historic series of experiments aimed at improving the efficiency of the plant’s machinists. With the
approval of Midvale’s owners, he recruited a group of factory hands, set them to work on various
metalworking machines, and recorded and timed their every movement as well as the operations of the
machines. By breaking down every job into a sequence of small, discrete steps and then testing
different ways of performing each one, Taylor created a set of precise instructions—an “algorithm,” we
might say today—for how each worker should work. Midvale’s employees grumbled about the strict
new regime, claiming that it turned them into little more than automatons, but the factory’s
productivity soared.

More than a hundred years after the invention of the steam engine, the Industrial Revolution had at
last found its philosophy and its philosopher. Taylor’s tight industrial choreography—his “system,” as
he liked to call it—was embraced by manufacturers throughout the country and, in time, around the
world. Seeking maximum speed, maximum efficiency, and maximum output, factory owners used
time-and-motion studies to organize their work and configure the jobs of their workers. The goal, as
Taylor defined it in his celebrated 1911 treatise, The Principles of Scientific Management, was to
identify and adopt, for every job, the “one best method” of work and thereby to effect “the gradual
substitution of science for rule of thumb throughout the mechanic arts.” Once his system was applied
to all acts of manual labor, Taylor assured his followers, it would bring about a restructuring not only
of industry but of society, creating a utopia of perfect efficiency. “In the past the man has been first,” he
declared; “in the future the system must be first.”

Taylor’s system is still very much with us; it remains the ethic of industrial manufacturing. And now,
thanks to the growing power that computer engineers and software coders wield over our intellectual
lives, Taylor’s ethic is beginning to govern the realm of the mind as well. The Internet is a machine



designed for the efficient and automated collection, transmission, and manipulation of information,
and its legions of programmers are intent on finding the “one best method”—the perfect algorithm—to
carry out every mental movement of what we’ve come to describe as “knowledge work.”

Google’s headquarters, in Mountain View, California—the Googleplex—is the Internet’s high church,
and the religion practiced inside its walls is Taylorism. Google, says its chief executive, Eric Schmidt, is
“a company that’s founded around the science of measurement,” and it is striving to “systematize
everything” it does. Drawing on the terabytes of behavioral data it collects through its search engine
and other sites, it carries out thousands of experiments a day, according to the Harvard Business
Review, and it uses the results to refine the algorithms that increasingly control how people find
information and extract meaning from it. What Taylor did for the work of the hand, Google is doing for
the work of the mind.

The company has declared that its mission is “to organize the world’s information and make it
universally accessible and useful.” It seeks to develop “the perfect search engine,” which it defines as
something that “understands exactly what you mean and gives you back exactly what you want.” In
Google’s view, information is a kind of commodity, a utilitarian resource that can be mined and
processed with industrial efficiency. The more pieces of information we can “access” and the faster we
can extract their gist, the more productive we become as thinkers.

Where does it end? Sergey Brin and Larry Page, the gifted young men who founded Google while
pursuing doctoral degrees in computer science at Stanford, speak frequently of their desire to turn
their search engine into an artificial intelligence, a HAL-like machine that might be connected directly
to our brains. “The ultimate search engine is something as smart as people—or smarter,” Page said in a
speech a few years back. “For us, working on search is a way to work on artificial intelligence.” In a
2004 interview with Newstweek, Brin said, “Certainly if you had all the world’s information directly
attached to your brain, or an artificial brain that was smarter than your brain, you’d be better off.” Last
year, Page told a convention of scientists that Google is “really trying to build artificial intelligence and
to do it on a large scale.”

Such an ambition is a natural one, even an admirable one, for a pair of math whizzes with vast
quantities of cash at their disposal and a small army of computer scientists in their employ. A
fundamentally scientific enterprise, Google is motivated by a desire to use technology, in Eric
Schmidt’s words, “to solve problems that have never been solved before,” and artificial intelligence is
the hardest problem out there. Why wouldn’t Brin and Page want to be the ones to crack it?

Still, their easy assumption that we’d all “be better off” if our brains were supplemented, or even
replaced, by an artificial intelligence is unsettling. It suggests a belief that intelligence is the output of a
mechanical process, a series of discrete steps that can be isolated, measured, and optimized. In
Google’s world, the world we enter when we go online, there’s little place for the fuzziness of
contemplation. Ambiguity is not an opening for insight but a bug to be fixed. The human brain is just
an outdated computer that needs a faster processor and a bigger hard drive.

The idea that our minds should operate as high-speed data-processing machines is not only built into
the workings of the Internet, it is the network’s reigning business model as well. The faster we surf
across the Web—the more links we click and pages we view—the more opportunities Google and other
companies gain to collect information about us and to feed us advertisements. Most of the proprietors



of the commercial Internet have a financial stake in collecting the crumbs of data we leave behind as
we flit from link to link—the more crumbs, the better. The last thing these companies want is to
encourage leisurely reading or slow, concentrated thought. It’s in their economic interest to drive us to
distraction.

Maybe I’'m just a worrywart. Just as there’s a tendency to glorify technological progress, there’s a
countertendency to expect the worst of every new tool or machine. In Plato’s Phaedrus, Socrates
bemoaned the development of writing. He feared that, as people came to rely on the written word as a
substitute for the knowledge they used to carry inside their heads, they would, in the words of one of
the dialogue’s characters, “cease to exercise their memory and become forgetful.” And because they
would be able to “receive a quantity of information without proper instruction,” they would “be thought
very knowledgeable when they are for the most part quite ignorant.” They would be “filled with the
conceit of wisdom instead of real wisdom.” Socrates wasn’t wrong—the new technology did often have
the effects he feared—but he was shortsighted. He couldn’t foresee the many ways that writing and
reading would serve to spread information, spur fresh ideas, and expand human knowledge (if not
wisdom).

The arrival of Gutenberg’s printing press, in the 15th century, set off another round of teeth gnashing.
The Italian humanist Hieronimo Squarciafico worried that the easy availability of books would lead to
intellectual laziness, making men “less studious” and weakening their minds. Others argued that
cheaply printed books and broadsheets would undermine religious authority, demean the work of
scholars and scribes, and spread sedition and debauchery. As New York University professor Clay
Shirky notes, “Most of the arguments made against the printing press were correct, even prescient.”
But, again, the doomsayers were unable to imagine the myriad blessings that the printed word would
deliver.

So, yes, you should be skeptical of my skepticism. Perhaps those who dismiss critics of the Internet as
Luddites or nostalgists will be proved correct, and from our hyperactive, data-stoked minds will spring
a golden age of intellectual discovery and universal wisdom. Then again, the Net isn’t the alphabet, and
although it may replace the printing press, it produces something altogether different. The kind of deep
reading that a sequence of printed pages promotes is valuable not just for the knowledge we acquire
from the author’s words but for the intellectual vibrations those words set off within our own minds. In
the quiet spaces opened up by the sustained, undistracted reading of a book, or by any other act of
contemplation, for that matter, we make our own associations, draw our own inferences and analogies,
foster our own ideas. Deep reading, as Maryanne Wolf argues, is indistinguishable from deep thinking.

If we lose those quiet spaces, or fill them up with “content,” we will sacrifice something important not
only in our selves but in our culture. In a recent essay, the playwright Richard Foreman eloquently
described what’s at stake:

1 come from a tradition of Western culture, in which the ideal (my ideal) was the complex, dense
and “cathedral-like” structure of the highly educated and articulate personality—a man or
woman who carried inside themselves a personally constructed and unique version of the entire
heritage of the West. [But now] I see within us all (myself included) the replacement of complex
inner density with a new kind of self—evolving under the pressure of information overload and

the technology of the “instantly available.”



As we are drained of our “inner repertory of dense cultural inheritance,” Foreman concluded, we risk
turning into “‘pancake people’—spread wide and thin as we connect with that vast network of
information accessed by the mere touch of a button.”

I'm haunted by that scene in 2001. What makes it so poignant, and so weird, is the computer’s
emotional response to the disassembly of its mind: its despair as one circuit after another goes dark, its
childlike pleading with the astronaut—*I can feel it. I can feel it. I'm afraid”—and its final reversion to
what can only be called a state of innocence. HAL’s outpouring of feeling contrasts with the
emotionlessness that characterizes the human figures in the film, who go about their business with an
almost robotic efficiency. Their thoughts and actions feel scripted, as if they're following the steps of an
algorithm. In the world of 2001, people have become so machinelike that the most human character
turns out to be a machine. That’s the essence of Kubrick’s dark prophecy: as we come to rely on
computers to mediate our understanding of the world, it is our own intelligence that flattens into
artificial intelligence.

This article available online at:
http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/07/is-google-making-us-stupid/306868/
Copyright © 2013 by The Atlantic Monthly Group. All Rights Reserved.



Remarks by the President at the 50th Anniversary of the Selma to Montgomery
Marches

By: President Barack Obama
Edmund Pettus Bridge
Selma, Alabama
2:17 P.M. CST
AUDIENCE MEMBER: We love you, President Obama!
THE PRESIDENT: Well, you know I love you back. (Applause.)

It is a rare honor in this life to follow one of your heroes. And John Lewis is one of my
heroes.

Now, I have to imagine that when a younger John Lewis woke up that morning 50 years
ago and made his way to Brown Chapel, heroics were not on his mind. A day like this
was not on his mind. Young folks with bedrolls and backpacks were milling

about. Veterans of the movement trained newcomers in the tactics of non-violence; the
right way to protect yourself when attacked. A doctor described what tear gas does to the
body, while marchers scribbled down instructions for contacting their loved ones. The
air was thick with doubt, anticipation and fear. And they comforted themselves with the
final verse of the final hymn they sung:

“No matter what may be the test, God will take care of you;
Lean, weary one, upon His breast, God will take care of you.”

And then, his knapsack stocked with an apple, a toothbrush, and a book on government --
all you need for a night behind bars -- John Lewis led them out of the church on a
mission to change America.

President and Mrs. Bush, Governor Bentley, Mayor Evans, Sewell, Reverend Strong,
members of Congress, elected officials, foot soldiers, friends, fellow Americans:

As John noted, there are places and moments in America where this nation’s destiny has
been decided. Many are sites of war -- Concord and Lexington, Appomattox,
Gettysburg. Others are sites that symbolize the daring of America’s character --
Independence Hall and Seneca Falls, Kitty Hawk and Cape Canaveral.

Selma is such a place. In one afternoon 50 years ago, so much of our turbulent history --
the stain of slavery and anguish of civil war; the yoke of segregation and tyranny of Jim
Crow; the death of four little girls in Birmingham; and the dream of a Baptist preacher --
all that history met on this bridge.



It was not a clash of armies, but a clash of wills; a contest to determine the true meaning
of America. And because of men and women like John Lewis, Joseph Lowery, Hosea
Williams, Amelia Boynton, Diane Nash, Ralph Abernathy, C.T. Vivian, Andrew Young,
Fred Shuttlesworth, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and so many others, the idea of a just
America and a fair America, an inclusive America, and a generous America -- that idea
ultimately triumphed.

As is true across the landscape of American history, we cannot examine this moment in
isolation. The march on Selma was part of a broader campaign that spanned generations;
the leaders that day part of a long line of heroes.

We gather here to celebrate them. We gather here to honor the courage of ordinary
Americans willing to endure billy clubs and the chastening rod; tear gas and the
trampling hoof; men and women who despite the gush of blood and splintered bone
would stay true to their North Star and keep marching towards justice.

They did as Scripture instructed: “Rejoice in hope, be patient in tribulation, be constant
in prayer.” And in the days to come, they went back again and again. When the trumpet
call sounded for more to join, the people came — black and white, young and old,
Christian and Jew, waving the American flag and singing the same anthems full of faith
and hope. A white newsman, Bill Plante, who covered the marches then and who is with
us here today, quipped that the growing number of white people lowered the quality of
the singing. (Laughter.) To those who marched, though, those old gospel songs must
have never sounded so sweet.

In time, their chorus would well up and reach President Johnson. And he would send
them protection, and speak to the nation, echoing their call for America and the world to
hear: “We shall overcome.” (Applause.) What enormous faith these men and women
had. Faith in God, but also faith in America.

The Americans who crossed this bridge, they were not physically imposing. But they
gave courage to millions. They held no elected office. But they led a nation. They
marched as Americans who had endured hundreds of years of brutal violence, countless
daily indignities — but they didn’t seek special treatment, just the equal treatment
promised to them almost a century before. (Applause.)

What they did here will reverberate through the ages. Not because the change they won
was preordained; not because their victory was complete; but because they proved that
nonviolent change is possible, that love and hope can conquer hate.

As we commemorate their achievement, we are well-served to remember that at the time
of the marches, many in power condemned rather than praised them. Back then, they
were called Communists, or half-breeds, or outside agitators, sexual and moral
degenerates, and worse — they were called everything but the name their parents gave
them. Their faith was questioned. Their lives were threatened. Their patriotism
challenged.



And yet, what could be more American than what happened in this

place? (Applause.) What could more profoundly vindicate the idea of America than
plain and humble people — unsung, the downtrodden, the dreamers not of high station,
not born to wealth or privilege, not of one religious tradition but many, coming together
to shape their country’s course?

What greater expression of faith in the American experiment than this, what greater form
of patriotism is there than the belief that America is not yet finished, that we are strong
enough to be self-critical, that each successive generation can look upon our
imperfections and decide that it is in our power to remake this nation to more closely
align with our highest ideals? (Applause.)

That’s why Selma is not some outlier in the American experience. That’s why it’s not a
museum or a static monument to behold from a distance. It is instead the manifestation
of a creed written into our founding documents: “We the People...in order to form a
more perfect union.” “We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created
equal.” (Applause.)

These are not just words. They’re a living thing, a call to action, a roadmap for
citizenship and an insistence in the capacity of free men and women to shape our own
destiny. For founders like Franklin and Jefferson, for leaders like Lincoln and FDR, the
success of our experiment in self-government rested on engaging all of our citizens in this
work. And that’s what we celebrate here in Selma. That’s what this movement was all
about, one leg in our long journey toward freedom. (Applause.)

The American instinct that led these young men and women to pick up the torch and
cross this bridge, that’s the same instinct that moved patriots to choose revolution over
tyranny. It’s the same instinct that drew immigrants from across oceans and the Rio
Grande; the same instinct that led women to reach for the ballot, workers to organize
against an unjust status quo; the same instinct that led us to plant a flag at Iwo Jima and
on the surface of the Moon. (Applause.)

It’s the idea held by generations of citizens who believed that America is a constant work
in progress; who believed that loving this country requires more than singing its praises
or avoiding uncomfortable truths. It requires the occasional disruption, the willingness to
speak out for what is right, to shake up the status quo. That’s America. (Applause.)

That’s what makes us unique. That’s what cements our reputation as a beacon of
opportunity. Young people behind the Iron Curtain would see Selma and eventually tear
down that wall. Young people in Soweto would hear Bobby Kennedy talk about ripples
of hope and eventually banish the scourge of apartheid. Young people in Burma went to
prison rather than submit to military rule. They saw what John Lewis had done. From
the streets of Tunis to the Maidan in Ukraine, this generation of young people can draw
strength from this place, where the powerless could change the world’s greatest power
and push their leaders to expand the boundaries of freedom.



They saw that idea made real right here in Selma, Alabama. They saw that idea manifest
itself here in America.

Because of campaigns like this, a Voting Rights Act was passed. Political and economic
and social barriers came down. And the change these men and women wrought is visible
here today in the presence of African Americans who run boardrooms, who sit on the
bench, who serve in elected office from small towns to big cities; from the Congressional
Black Caucus all the way to the Oval Office. (Applause.)

Because of what they did, the doors of opportunity swung open not just for black folks,
but for every American. Women marched through those doors. Latinos marched through
those doors. Asian Americans, gay Americans, Americans with disabilities -- they all
came through those doors. (Applause.) Their endeavors gave the entire South the chance
to rise again, not by reasserting the past, but by transcending the past.

What a glorious thing, Dr. King might say. And what a solemn debt we owe. Which
leads us to ask, just how might we repay that debt?

First and foremost, we have to recognize that one day’s commemoration, no matter how
special, is not enough. If Selma taught us anything, it’s that our work is never

done. (Applause.) The American experiment in self-government gives work and purpose
to each generation.

Selma teaches us, as well, that action requires that we shed our cynicism. For when it
comes to the pursuit of justice, we can afford neither complacency nor despair.

Just this week, I was asked whether I thought the Department of Justice’s Ferguson report
shows that, with respect to race, little has changed in this country. And I understood the
question; the report’s narrative was sadly familiar. It evoked the kind of abuse and
disregard for citizens that spawned the Civil Rights Movement. But I rejected the notion
that nothing’s changed. What happened in Ferguson may not be unique, but it’s no
longer endemic. It’s no longer sanctioned by law or by custom. And before the Civil
Rights Movement, it most surely was. (Applause.)

We do a disservice to the cause of justice by intimating that bias and discrimination are
immutable, that racial division is inherent to America. If you think nothing’s changed in
the past 50 years, ask somebody who lived through the Selma or Chicago or Los Angeles
of the 1950s. Ask the female CEO who once might have been assigned to the secretarial
pool if nothing’s changed. Ask your gay friend if it’s easier to be out and proud in
America now than it was thirty years ago. To deny this progress, this hard-won progress
— our progress — would be to rob us of our own agency, our own capacity, our
responsibility to do what we can to make America better.

Of course, a more common mistake is to suggest that Ferguson is an isolated incident;
that racism is banished; that the work that drew men and women to Selma is now
complete, and that whatever racial tensions remain are a consequence of those seeking to



play the “race card” for their own purposes. We don’t need the Ferguson report to know
that’s not true. We just need to open our eyes, and our ears, and our hearts to know that
this nation’s racial history still casts its long shadow upon us.

We know the march is not yet over. We know the race is not yet won. We know that
reaching that blessed destination where we are judged, all of us, by the content of our
character requires admitting as much, facing up to the truth. “We are capable of bearing
a great burden,” James Baldwin once wrote, “once we discover that the burden is reality
and arrive where reality is.”

There’s nothing America can’t handle if we actually look squarely at the problem. And
this is work for all Americans, not just some. Not just whites. Not just blacks. If we
want to honor the courage of those who marched that day, then all of us are called to
possess their moral imagination. All of us will need to feel as they did the fierce urgency
of now. All of us need to recognize as they did that change depends on our actions, on
our attitudes, the things we teach our children. And if we make such an effort, no matter
how hard it may sometimes seem, laws can be passed, and consciences can be stirred, and
consensus can be built. (Applause.)

With such an effort, we can make sure our criminal justice system serves all and not just
some. Together, we can raise the level of mutual trust that policing is built on — the idea
that police officers are members of the community they risk their lives to protect, and
citizens in Ferguson and New York and Cleveland, they just want the same thing young
people here marched for 50 years ago -— the protection of the law. (Applause.) Together,
we can address unfair sentencing and overcrowded prisons, and the stunted circumstances
that rob too many boys of the chance to become men, and rob the nation of too many men
who could be good dads, and good workers, and good neighbors. (Applause.)

With effort, we can roll back poverty and the roadblocks to opportunity. Americans
don’t accept a free ride for anybody, nor do we believe in equality of outcomes. But we
do expect equal opportunity. And if we really mean it, if we’re not just giving lip service
to it, but if we really mean it and are willing to sacrifice for it, then, yes, we can make
sure every child gets an education suitable to this new century, one that expands
imaginations and lifts sights and gives those children the skills they need. We can make
sure every person willing to work has the dignity of a job, and a fair wage, and a real
voice, and sturdier rungs on that ladder into the middle class.

And with effort, we can protect the foundation stone of our democracy for which so many
marched across this bridge — and that is the right to vote. (Applause.) Right now, in
2015, 50 years after Selma, there are laws across this country designed to make it harder
for people to vote. As we speak, more of such laws are being proposed. Meanwhile, the
Voting Rights Act, the culmination of so much blood, so much sweat and tears, the
product of so much sacrifice in the face of wanton violence, the Voting Rights Act stands
weakened, its future subject to political rancor.



How can that be? The Voting Rights Act was one of the crowning achievements of our
democracy, the result of Republican and Democratic efforts. (Applause.) President
Reagan signed its renewal when he was in office. President George W. Bush signed its
renewal when he was in office. (Applause.) One hundred members of Congress have
come here today to honor people who were willing to die for the right to protect it. If we
want to honor this day, let that hundred go back to Washington and gather four hundred
more, and together, pledge to make it their mission to restore that law this year. That’s
how we honor those on this bridge. (Applause.)

Of course, our democracy is not the task of Congress alone, or the courts alone, or even
the President alone. If every new voter-suppression law was struck down today, we
would still have, here in America, one of the lowest voting rates among free

peoples. Fifty years ago, registering to vote here in Selma and much of the South meant
guessing the number of jellybeans in a jar, the number of bubbles on a bar of soap. It
meant risking your dignity, and sometimes, your life.

What’s our excuse today for not voting? How do we so casually discard the right for
which so many fought? (Applause.) How do we so fully give away our power, our
voice, in shaping America’s future? Why are we pointing to somebody else when we
could take the time just to go to the polling places? (Applause.) We give away our
power.

Fellow marchers, so much has changed in 50 years. We have endured war and we’ve
fashioned peace. We’ve seen technological wonders that touch every aspect of our

lives. We take for granted conveniences that our parents could have scarcely

imagined. But what has not changed is the imperative of citizenship; that willingness of a
26-year-old deacon, or a Unitarian minister, or a young mother of five to decide they
loved this country so much that they’d risk everything to realize its promise.

That’s what it means to love America. That’s what it means to believe in
America. That’s what it means when we say America is exceptional.

For we were bomn of change. We broke the old aristocracies, declaring ourselves entitled
not by bloodline, but endowed by our Creator with certain inalienable rights. We secure
our rights and responsibilities through a system of self-government, of and by and for the
people. That’s why we argue and fight with so much passion and conviction -- because
we know our efforts matter. We know America is what we make of it.

Look at our history. We are Lewis and Clark and Sacajawea, pioneers who braved the
unfamiliar, followed by a stampede of farmers and miners, and entrepreneurs and
hucksters. That’s our spirit. That’s who we are.

We are Sojourner Truth and Fannie Lou Hamer, women who could do as much as any
man and then some. And we’re Susan B. Anthony, who shook the system until the law
reflected that truth. That is our character.



We’re the immigrants who stowed away on ships to reach these shores, the huddled
masses yearning to breathe free — Holocaust survivors, Soviet defectors, the Lost Boys
of Sudan. We’re the hopeful strivers who cross the Rio Grande because we want our kids
to know a better life. That’s how we came to be. (Applause.)

We’re the slaves who built the White House and the economy of the

South. (Applause.) We’re the ranch hands and cowboys who opened up the West, and
countless laborers who laid rail, and raised skyscrapers, and organized for workers’
rights.

We’re the fresh-faced GIs who fought to liberate a continent. And we’re the Tuskeegee
Airmen, and the Navajo code-talkers, and the Japanese Americans who fought for this
country even as their own liberty had been denied.

We’re the firefighters who rushed into those buildings on 9/11, the volunteers who signed
up to fight in Afghanistan and Irag. We’re the gay Americans whose blood ran in the
streets of San Francisco and New York, just as blood ran down this bridge. (Applause.)

We are storytellers, writers, poets, artists who abhor unfairness, and despise hypocrisy,
and give voice to the voiceless, and tell truths that need to be told.

We'’re the inventors of gospel and jazz and blues, bluegrass and country, and hip-hop and
rock and roll, and our very own sound with all the sweet sorrow and reckless joy of
freedom.

We are Jackie Robinson, enduring scorn and spiked cleats and pitches coming straight to
his head, and stealing home in the World Series anyway. (Applause.)

We are the people Langston Hughes wrote of who “build our temples for tomorrow,
strong as we know how.” We are the people Emerson wrote of, “who for truth and
honor’s sake stand fast and suffer long;” who are “never tired, so long as we can see far
enough.”

That’s what America is. Not stock photos or airbrushed history, or feeble attempts to
define some of us as more American than others. (Applause.) We respect the past, but
we don’t pine for the past. We don’t fear the future; we grab for it. America is not some
fragile thing. We are large, in the words of Whitman, containing multitudes. We are
boisterous and diverse and full of energy, perpetually young in spirit. That’s why
someone like John Lewis at the ripe old age of 25 could lead a mighty march.

And that’s what the young people here today and listening all across the country must
take away from this day. You are America. Unconstrained by habit and
convention. Unencumbered by what is, because you’re ready to seize what ought to be.

For everywhere in this country, there are first steps to be taken, there’s new ground to
cover, there are more bridges to be crossed. And it is you, the young and fearless at



heart, the most diverse and educated generation in our history, who the nation is waiting
to follow.

Because Selma shows us that America is not the project of any one person. Because the
single-most powerful word in our democracy is the word “We.” “We The People.” “We
Shall Overcome.” “Yes We Can.” (Applause.) That word is owned by no one. It
belongs to everyone. Oh, what a glorious task we are given, to continually try to improve
this great nation of ours.

Fifty years from Bloody Sunday, our march is not yet finished, but we’re getting

closer. Two hundred and thirty-nine years after this nation’s founding our union is not
yet perfect, but we are getting closer. Our job’s easier because somebody already got us
through that first mile. Somebody already got us over that bridge. When it feels the road
is too hard, when the torch we’ve been passed feels too heavy, we will remember these
early travelers, and draw strength from their example, and hold firmly the words of the
prophet Isaiah: “Those who hope in the Lord will renew their strength. They will soar
on [the] wings like eagles. They will run and not grow weary. They will walk and not be
faint.” (Applause.)

We honor those who walked so we could run. We must run so our children soar. And
we will not grow weary. For we believe in the power of an awesome God, and we
believe in this country’s sacred promise.

May He bless those warriors of justice no longer with us, and bless the United States of
America. Thank you, everybody. (Applause.)



