
Handout: Staking a Claim

A good claim will:

· discuss something with which people could disagree – be debatable

· express one main idea – be “specific”

· assert your conclusions about a subject – stake your claim

· deal with a subject that can be adequately discussed given the nature and length of the assignment 
Brainstorm the topic – what is something that interests you to explore intellectually?

Language and citizenship
Narrow the topic – what specific topic do you want to explore?  What texts do you want to use?
Gloria Anzaldúa’s “How to Tame a Wild Tongue” is an instantiation of Balibar’s ideas about “fictive ethnicity,” particularly how language is used to define a citizen of the nation.
Take a position on the topic – what do you want to say about the texts you are reading?
“How to Tame a Wild Tongue” gives an example of how the “language community” that produces the “fictive ethnicity” can become hegemonic and oppressive.

Use specific language – what parts of the texts are you using and/or exploring?
 When Gloria Anzaldúa discusses “linguistic terrorism” in her essay “How to Tame a Wild Tongue,” she is describing the negative effects of Etienne Balibar’s “fictive ethnicity.”  Specifically, she represents the violence inherent in hegemonically forcing every citizen of a nation to join one “language community.”

Make an assertion based on clearly stated support – how do you want to use the quotes you choose?
When Gloria Anzaldúa discusses “linguistic terrorism” in her essay “How to Tame a Wild Tongue,” she is describing the negative effects of Etienne Balibar’s “fictive ethnicity.”  Specifically, she represents the violence inherent in hegemonically forcing every citizen of a nation to join one “language community.”  Anzaldúa describes her experiences as a Spanish-speaking person in a nation where the official language, or what Balibar calls the “one national language,” is English (98).  To describe the ferocity with which language “‘assimilates’ anyone” (98), Anzaldúa writes that “wild tongues can’t be tamed, they can only be cut out” (76).  With this quote, she demonstrates how speaking the “wild tongue” of Spanish in America elicited racist, sexist, and classist violence against her, showing how language is, as Balibar insists, part of the “the production of ethnicity is also the racialization of language and the verbalization of race” (104).

Think about the stakes of the claim; answer the question, “So what?”
Anzaldúa gives a clear example of Balibar’s theoretical concept; connecting a theory of the nation form to an autobiographical representation shows us how something as everyday as language can cause such violence.  This also opens up the space to think about how our present categories of citizenship and national belonging are structured, at least in part, through language barriers – for example, a connection can be made between my claim and current debates about making English the official language of the United States and immigration reform.

Six Myths About Claims for Academic Arguments
Myth #1:  A claim should be general so that lots of evidence in the text will support its argument.

Usually, a really broad claim can only be supported by really broad evidence, which ends up describing rather than arguing.  Keep your claim small and focused, taking the time to close read your selected quotes and make a specific argument.
Myth #2:  A claim shouldn’t include everything the paper is going to say because then it “gives it all away” and eliminates suspense.

An argument essay is not a mystery novel – you want to be clear about exactly where you are going with your argument so the reader can follow you and ultimately find that your argument contains something worth considering.  This is not to say that you need to make your claim pages long; state where you’re going and expand it in your paper with the quotes from your textual evidence, etc.

Myth #3:  A claim should never be longer than a sentence.

To present an argument that sustains an entire paper, you’ll need a little more than a sentence to introduce it.  All of the points in your paper don’t have to be similar but you need to be able to tie them together.

Myth #4:  In a paper, you can present the text you are engaging and then present your own ideas.  The connection between them will be obvious.

Many of these papers are about making connections, so make them explicit by telling why and how you are using the ideas from a text to make your own statements.

Myth #5: A claim should present a theme and then provide three examples of that theme.

While your claim will tell you where you need to go, don’t feel trapped inside the five-paragraph essay.  Present the information in a reasonable manner and place emphasis appropriately so the reader knows what is important and what isn’t.

Myth #6:  A claim should be true or correct beyond a doubt so the reader is forced to accept the argument.

An argument paper isn’t about being right or wrong – it’s about being able to articulate a position and argue it using academic evidence.  Often, you may be disagreeing with sources at one point and agreeing with them later in the essay.  

