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Thinking As a Hobby

William Golding:  
1. What autobiographical facts contribute to the creation of the person's text?
Golding writes the essay from an autobiographical point of view.  But the essay suggests that he did “think outside the box” even as a child.  His rebellious nature indicates a nonconformity that would inform his own thinking and a reluctance to buy into common ideas.  
2. What seem to be the attitudes that underlie the writing?
Golding has a cynical view of how humans think.  In Plato’s scheme, he would be someone who saw the true light and feels everyone else is staring at shadows. Golding, like Plato, puts most people in the third grade of thinkers.  Most people are satisfied to see only shadows.  But he aspires to think like Einstein.  His attitude, besides being cynical, is arrogant and self-assured.  
3. What differences in the person's culture and time from our own make the piece hard to understand or accept?
Golding writes in 1960s, before the democracy of the internet and the constant communication of the mobile technologies of our age made masses of information available to everyone.  Still, the world may be even more parochial than when Golding wrote, because the technology seems to encourage being enamored of one’s own thoughts and of those whose thoughts fit our own biases.  How much people are attending to others remains a question. 
4. How does the text connect to our own time and culture? To our own lives? Talk show hosts, the ownership and control of the news media by companies whose main business is fantasy, the acceptance that much that is on the web is somehow “truth” do nothing to create even the second grade thinkers of Golding’s essay.  In fact, advertisement and news bytes work against critical thinking, even while they make it increasingly necessary.  And, because so many ideas are available to so many, the potential to become a second grade thinker exists as never before. 
5. What is the quest that the piece focuses on? Is the goal achieved? Why or why not? Should it be? Why or why not?  The quest is for pure reason:  to become a first rate critical thinker who not only recognizes faulty thinking but can suggest a replacement for it.  Golding suggests in the final paragraphs that he reaches his goal, but whether or not his essay is successful in convincing others remains an open question.  And even Golding admits he finally came to respect feeling.
6. What does the text teach us about ourselves and/or others?
The text teaches us that we should at least interrogate the way in which we think as well as the things that others seek to convince us of.  It also suggests that before becoming first-rate thinkers, we have to doubt much of what is told to us.  

 

Critics, especially in the educational field, use Golding’s piece as a starting point for some of their own arguments. In a 1997 piece arguing for the negative influence of media stereotypes (themselves both unrealistically positive and negative) on perceptions of teachers and the education process, Marshall Gregory footnotes Golding’s essay, 

 

Print narratives generally do better by education than media narratives not because words are superior to images for every purpose but because the task of
capturing the subtleties of a process as complicated as teaching and learning are more easily caught in the fine weave or words than in the blunter presentation of
images. A few solid examples of print stories that capture subtleties of education and learning seldom captured by movies and TV programs, for example, would
include such accounts as found in in James Joyce’s Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1915), in Herbert Gold’s essay ‘A Dog in Brooklyn, A Girl in Detroit, A Life
Among the Humanities’ (1962), in William Golding’s essay ‘Thinking As a Hobby’ (1961), in Malcolm Bradbury’s novel Eating People is Wrong (1959), in Lionel
Trilling’s story Of This Time, Of That Place (1943), in Joyce Carol Oates’s story In the Region of Ice (1965), in Charles Baxter’s ‘Fenstad’s Mother’ from his novel
A Relative Stranger (1990), in Rich Bass’s ‘Cats and Bubbles, Bubbles and Abysses’ from his novel The Watch (1989), in Frederick Busch’s ‘Ralph the Duck’ from his
novel The Children in the Woods (1994), in James Carse’s ‘A Higher Ignorance’ from his personal narrative Breakfast at the Victory (1995), in Gerald Graff ’s personal essay ‘Hidden Intellectualism’ in the journal Pedagogy (2001), in Marshall Gregory’s personal essay ‘Correspondence School and Waterford Crystal’ in Change Magazine (1999a), in Richard Marius’s personal essay ‘Politics in the Classroom’ in ADE Bulletin (1992), in Earl Shorris’s ‘The Liberal Arts as a Weapon in the Hands of the Restless Poor’ in The Atlantic Monthly (1997), in Paul Strong’s ‘Forty Years Before the Class’ in The Chronicle of Higher Education (2002), and in Mark Edmundson’s personal essay ‘The Liberal Arts as Lite Entertainment for Bored College Students’ (1997).
 
Richard Larson, writing in Arts & Humanities in Higher Education talks about the power of rhetorical analysis in creating subject matter for writers.  He writes:
What…can we learn about the discovery of ideas from looking at the ideas professionals have discovered in their subjects and decided to include in their writings or speeches? …When I talk about the value of rhetorical analysis for invention, I have in mind…the kinds of connections among ideas to be found in essays-of the ways ideas are associated, or tied together, not necessarily as the writer pondered his material, but as he finally gave it shape. I am referring to the movements of mind that the writer invites the reader to make with the writer in reading his piece, to the ways one idea leads into another in the works of professional writers.
***
Though writers write for particular audiences and purposes, the movements of thought in one essay are not necessarily peculiar to the purposes of that essay. Some patterns for developing the thoughts that have been stimulated by a body of data may serve equally for different audiences, or for any conceivable audience. Even if a writer's particular pattern in developing ideas is adopted to serve a particular purpose or audience, observing that method of development can be of value, for rhetorical analysis is in part a way for writers to familiarize themselves with strategies that might serve particular ends. What the student needs to recognize is simply that in any essay under study he is looking at a way of proceeding with certain data under particular conditions, not at the only possible way of proceeding. 
***
[Texts such as that by William Golding, Norman Podhoretz, and George Orwell are all pieces in which the author uses events from his boyhood as springboards from which to move in reflecting about quite different subjects. I use essays with an autobiographical origin to illustrate my proposals about rhetorical analysis, for three reasons. First, since many courses in composition today are predicated on the belief that one of their main goals is to help students understand their world, their place in it, and the way language works in it, the kinds of invention that can be accomplished with personal recollections may be of special importance to teachers of composing. Second, in this short discussion, I will not face the necessity to summarize a complicated line of reasoning in each essay (for those who are unfamiliar with it), but can move directly to the movements of mind represented in the finished piece. Third, in each instance the essay that results, though a report of personal experience, is a broadly applicable comment on the writer's world or an argument; I want to show that rhetorical analysis often reveals much about essays with a personal thrust. 

My first selection is a piece by Wil-liam Golding, called "Thinking as a Hobby." In this piece Golding reports how he came to identify three kinds of thinking: Grade Three Thinking, characterized by good intentions but prejudiced and, as a result, often hypocritical; Grade Two Thinking, the detection of direct contradictions in thought (waging war, for example, while talking peace); and Grade One Thinking, genuine insights, such as those of Einstein, reached in the serious pursuit of truth. Golding's title, it turns out, implies his interest in the way men think, as well as alluding ironically to his boyhood pretentiousness in viewing thinking as a "hobby"; his purpose, if a single purpose can be isolated, is to criticize what passes for thinking in his society and to demonstrate the destructive effects of prejudiced and internally contradictory thinking. 

Already I have implicitly referred to one kind of invention at work in the essay: the generalizing from individual experiences to characteristics of humanity-a sort of inductive leap. Golding suggests the typicality of what he saw as a boy, and thus gives significance to what could have been casual recollections of school and friendship. But that is a gross observation of the movement of Golding's mind in the finished essay. For Golding adopts various perspectives-themselves the product of invention-toward the events in his boyhood: that of the amused, mildly self-deprecatory adult looking back on his naive boyhood perceptions; that of the boy himself, directly confronting schoolmasters and Dr. Albert Einstein; and that of the adult who perceives in the boy's encounters with different grades of thinking the beginning of wisdom, the understanding of conditions in the adult world. The essay compares and evaluates these perspectives, almost simultaneously. In places it reports single incidents in detail; in other places it generalizes about the people the boy met, as well as about people in general. It enumerates experiences, divides people and kinds of thinking into groups, gives examples of each grade of thinking, and evaluates each kind. In the process it discloses what few of our students think of suggesting about their experiences-the significance, the representativeness, of those experiences, not to mention what they imply about the world's values. 

Golding is, of course, arguing a case about human preoccupations and hypocrisies; though his piece sounds like an autobiographical meditation carried on in solitude, it is very much an assertion of opinion about the world. From Golding's piece a reader-student or adult-can observe how experiences may educate, how examples can typify, how meanings can be found in events that at one time seemed frightening but later seem funny (though not for that reason trivial).
 

