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he Plat Againg People

Rus=ll Baker taken from Short Takes,
3rd ed., 1990

Russdl Baker has discovered the principles behind the continuing
battle betueen humans and inanimate objects. He discusses i
principlesas he neatly dividesthings into three categoriesand then
placesaobjectsinto hisclassifications. Theauthor of several collections
of essays and an autobiography, Russell Baker has a syndicated
column that also appears as a regular feature in the New York
Times, wherethis essay was published in 1968.

I nanimate objectsare classifiedinto three mgjor categories—thosc
that don't work, those that break down and those that get lost.

Thegoal of al inanimate objectsisto resist man and ultimately to
defeat him, and the three mgjor classifications are based on the
method each object uses to achieve its purpose. As a genera rule,
any object capable of breaking down at the moment when it ismost
needed will do so. The automobile is typica of the category.

Withthe cunningtypical of itsbreed, the automobile never breaks
down while entering a filling station with a large gaff of idle me
chanics. It waits until it reaches a downtown intersection in th#
middle of the rush hour, or until it is fully loaded with family i
luggage on the Ohio Turnpike.

Thus it creates maximum misery, inconvenience, frustration mm|
irritability among its human cargo, thereby reducing its owner's [ii#
span.
Washing machines, garbage disposals, lawn mowers, light bull m
automatic laundry dryers, water pipes, furnaces, electrical fiisél
television tubes, hose nozzles, tape recorders, slide projectors—ll
are in league with the automobile to take their turn at breakiig
down whenever life threatens to flow smoothly for their b
enemies.

Many inanimate objects, of course, find it extremely difficult m:
break down. Pliers, for example, and gloves and keys are almeisl
totaly incapable of breaking down. Therefore, they have hidl m
evolve a different technique for resisting man.

They get lost. Science has ill not solved the mystery of how i
do it, and no man has ever caught one of them in the act of et
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lost. The most plausibletheory isthat they have devel oped a secret
method of locomotion which they are able to conceal the instant a
human eye fals upon them.

It is not uncommon for a pair of pliersto climb al the way from
the cellar to the attic in its single-minded determination to raise its
owner's blood pressure. Keys have been known to burrow three
feet under mattresses. Women's purses, despite their great weight,
frequently travel through six or seven rooms to find hiding space
under a couch.

Scientists have been struck by the fact that things that break
down virtually never get lost, while things that get lost hardly ever
break down.

A furnace, for example, will invariably break down at the depth
of the first winter cold wave, but it will never get lost. A woman's
purse, which after dl does have someinherent capacity for breaking
down, hardly ever does; it almost invariably chooses to get lost.

Some persons believe this constitutes evidence that inanimate
objects are not entirely hostile to man, and that a negotiated peace
is possible. After all, they point out, a furnace could infuriatea man
even more thoroughly by gettinglost than by breaking down, just as
aglovecould upset him far more by breaking down than by getting
logt.

Not everyone agrees, however, that this indicates a conciliatory
attitude among inanimate objects. Many say it merely proves that
Furnaces, glovesand pliersare incredibly stupid.

The third class of objects—those that don't work—is the most
curiousof all. These include such objectsas barometers, car clocks,
cigarettelighters, flashlights, and toy train locomotives. It is inaccu-
rate, of course, to say that they never work. They work once, usualy
for the first few hours after being brought home, and then quit.
Thereafter, they never work again.

In fact, it iswidely assumed that they are built for the purpose of
not working. Some people have reached advanced ages without
ever seeing some of these objects—barometers, for example—in
working order.

Science is utterly baffled by the entire category. There are many
theories about it. The most interesting holds that the things that
don’t work have attained the highest state possiblefor an inanimate
object, the state to which thingsthat break down and thingsthat get
logt can ill only aspire.
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They have truly defeated man by conditioning him never to ex-
pect anything of them, and in return they have given man the only
peace he receives from inanimate society. He does not expect his
barometer to work, his electric locomotive to run, his cigarette
lighter to light or hisflashlight to illuminate, and when they don't, it
does not raise his blood pressure.

He cannot attain that peace with furnaces and keys and cars and
women's purses as long as he demands that they work for their

keep.

Thessand Organization

1 In what ways does the introduction, paragraphs 1-2, set up both the
system of classificationand the major principle at work among inanimate
objects?

2 Paragraphs 3-6 explain the first category. What effects does the auto-
mobile achieve by breaking down?How do those effectssupport Baker's
contention about "the goal of al inanimate objects"?What other exam-
ples does Baker put into his first category?What example does not fit?

3. Paragraphs 7-12 present the second classification.What causes, reasons,
or motives are attributed to the examples in this group?

4. Paragraphs 13-16 describe the third group. What are its qualities?Why
might Baker have chosen to list it last? What principle of organization
can you discern beneath Baker's ordering of the three groups?

5. Consider how each group frustrates and defeats people together with
the first sentence of paragraph 2. Combine this information into a sen-
tence that states the author's thesis.

Techniqueand Syl e

1. In part, the essay's humor arisesfrom Baker's use of anthropomorphism,
his technique of attributing human qualities to inanimate objects. How
effectively does he use the technique?

2 Baker hasakeeneyefor theabsurd, asillustrated by paragraph 10. What
other examples can you find?What does this technique contributeto the
essay?

3. Baker's stance, tone, and line of reasoning, while patently tongue-in-
cheek, are also mock-scientific. Where can you find examples of Baker's
explicit or implied,"scientific" trappings?

4. The essay's transitions are carefully wrought' What links paragraph 3 to
paragraph 2? Paragraph 7 to paragraph 6? Paragraph 10 to paragraph &
Paragraph 12 to paragraph 11?
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Exploring the Topic

. How can your topic be divided?What divisions can apply? Of those
you list, which one is the best suited?

. What examples can you think of? What characteristicsdo your ex-
amples have in common? Which do you have the most to say about?
. Areyour categoriesfor classification appropriate?Are the catego-
ries parallel?Do they overlap? Do you need to make any adjustments?
. Do your examplesfit your categories? Are you sure the examples
have enough in common? Are they obvious?Which are not?

What isyour principlefor classification?Have you applied it con-
sistently to each category?

. Are your categories complete? Do they cover the topic? Do they
contain enough examples?

. How can your categoriesbe sequenced? From simple to complex?
Least to most important?Less to most effective?

. What isyour point?What assertion are you making?Does your system
of classification support it? Are your examples appropriate?

. What isyour pur pose?Areyou primarily making your point to express
your feelings, to inform, to persuade, to entertain?

Drafting the Paper

. Know your reader. Where does your reader fit in relation to your
system of classification?ls the reader part of it?If so, how?If the reader
is not part of your system, is he or she on your side, say afellow student
looking at teachers? What does your audience know about your topic?
About your system of classification? What does the reader not know?
Your audience might be biased toward or against your subject and
classification system. How can you best foster or combat the bias?
Know your purpose. If your primary purposeisto expressyour feel-
ings, make surethat you are not just writing to yourself and that you are
not treading on the toes of your audience. Similarly, if you arewritingto
persuade, make sure you are not convincing only yourself. Check to see
that you are using material that may convince someone who disagrees
with you--or at theleast is either sitting on the fence or hasn't given the
matter much thought. Writing to informis probably the easiest here, for
though your subject may be familiar, your system of classification is
probably new. On the other hand, writing to entertain isdifficultand will
require a deft use of persona.
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3. St up your system of classification early in the paper. You may
find that a definitionisin order or that some background informationis
necessary, but make your system clear and bring it out early.

4. Explain the principlebehind the system.To give your system cred-
ibility, you need to provide an explanation for the means o selection
you chose. The explanation can be brief, a phrase or two, but it should
be there.

5. Sdect appr opriate examples. Perhaps you can best illustrate a class
by one extended example, or maybe it would be better to pile on
examples. If your examples are apt to be unfamiliar to your audience,
make sure you give enough detail so that they are explained by their
contexts.

6. Makea point. Remember that what you have to say about your subject
isinfinitely more interesting than the subject itself. So, too, your magjor
assertion is more important than your system of classification; it is what
your system of classification adds up to. It's easy, in writing thiskind of
paper, to mistake the means for the end, so make sure that you use
classification to support an overall assertion.





