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Letter Responses 
 
This assignment is an example of what those who study writing pedagogy call a writing-to-learn 
(WtL) assignment: the point here is not to produce something polished, perfect, and brilliant. The 
point, rather, is to get you to use writing as a tool to engage with what you are learning or 
reading. (The other purpose is for me, as an instructor, to be able to get a sense of how students 
are grappling with difficult texts—hence the letters always being due before our class meetings, 
so I have time to read them over before seminar!) 
 
Your letter responses are due on the following dates, in response to the following texts:  
 

❊ John Locke, Two Treatises of Government. Letter response #1 due by 12 pm on 8/26/20.  
❊ Walter Rodney, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa. Letter response #2 due by 12 pm 

on 9/2/20.  
❊ Saidiya Hartman, “The Belly of the World: A Note on Black Women’s Labors.” Letter 

response #3 due by 12 pm on 10/7/20.  
❊ Michel Foucault, The Birth of Biopolitics. Letter response #4 due by 12 pm on 10/19/20.  
❊ Friedrich Engels, On the Origin of the Family. Letter response #5 due by 12 pm on 

10/28/20.  
 
This assignment has two steps: 
 

Step 1: As you read through the text, complete the double-entry journal on p. 2 of this 
assignment sheet. I want you to pull five quotations/passages, points raised, or pieces of 
information from the reading, and place them in the right-hand column. In the left-hand 
column, I want you to respond to what you pulled from the reading. Your responses can 
come in the form of questions, musings, disagreements, or agreements. If you don’t 
understand something, explain why you don’t understand it and what would help you to 
understand it. The purpose here is to get you to think deeply about what you’re reading, 
pinpointing specific areas of confusion, interest, and so on.  
 
Step 2: Now, pretend to be an interlocutor. Using your completed double-entry journal as 
a guide, write a 200-300-word letter to the author of the text responding to his/her piece, 
taking the time to detail points of confusion, disagreement, or agreement, and giving 
him/her your initial thoughts. If you find yourself confused, try to articulate why, and 
what would help you better understand his/her argument. (Dare I suggest actually trying 
to have fun with this? Consider, perhaps, inhabiting the role of a character: a university 
student and audience member at Foucault’s lectures at the Collège de France, a merchant 
in nineteenth-century Europe who is interested in Marx and Engel’s writings… these are 
just a few examples!)  
 

 



Important: Please save your assignments as Word documents titled LastName_Letter1/2/3/4/5 
and upload them to Dropbox.  
 
A Note on Grading: This assignment will be graded solely on effort and completion. Have you 
filled out your double-entry journal thoroughly? Has your letter met the required word count? 
These are the kinds of things I am looking for.  

 
Double-Entry Journal (copy-and-paste) into your Word Document: 
 

Quotations, Points, and Information Responses, Questions, Musings 
1.   
2.  
3.   
4.   
5.   

 


