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Politeness and Authority at a Hilltop College in Minnesota

By VERLYN KLINKENBORG

Last week I spent a couple of days in western Minnesota, giving a talk and visiting some classes at
Gustavus Adolphus College. The campus covers a hill above the small town of St. Peter, and the wind cuts
across it like old news from the west. Gustavus Adolphus is a Lutheran college. I asked a couple of
students how it differs from St. Olaf College — another Lutheran institution in a small Minnesota town,
where I once taught — and they said, “They’re Norwegian. We're Swedish.”

Once, a town like St. Peter would have seemed like destination enough. After all, small farm towns with
good colleges are not that common. But now, more and more of the faculty live in the Twin Cities, an hour
and a half away, and, as one professor told me, the college describes itself to new recruits in terms of its
distance from a city, not its presence in a town.

I sat in on four classes, which were marred only by politeness — the deep-keeled Minnesotan politeness
that states, as a life proposition, that you should not put yourself forward, not even to the raising of a
hand in class.

Things always warmed up, but those first lingering notes of hesitation were something to behold. I tried to
think of it as modesty, consideration for others and reluctance in the presence of a guest — from New York
nonetheless. And yet I kept wondering just how such bright, personable students had become acculturated
to their own silence. I had grown up in a similar place and knew a little how they felt, but that was a long
time ago.

Midway through lunch one day a young woman asked me if I noticed a difference between the writing of
men and the writing of women. The answer is no, but it’s a good question. A writer’s fundamental
problem, once her prose is under control, is shaping and understanding her own authority. I've often
noticed a habit of polite self-negation among my female students, a self-deprecatory way of talking that is
meant, I suppose, to help create a sense of shared space, a shared social connection. It sounds like the
language of constant apology, and the form I often hear is the sentence that begins, “My problem is ...”

Even though this way of talking is conventional, and perhaps socially placating, it has a way of defining a
young writer — a young woman — in negative terms, as if she were basically incapable and always giving
offense. You simply cannot pretend that the words you use about yourself have no meaning. Why not, I
asked, be as smart and perceptive as you really are? Why not accept what you’re capable of? Why not
believe that what you notice matters?
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Another young woman at the table asked — this is a bald translation — won’t that make us seem too
tough, too masculine? I could see the subtext in her face: who will love us if we're like that? I've heard
other young women, with more experience, ask this question in a way that means, Won’t the world punish
us for being too sure of ourselves? This is the kind of thing that happens when you talk about writing. You
always end up talking about life.

These are poignant questions, and they always give me pause, because they allow me to see, as nothing
else does, the cultural frame these young women have grown up in. I can hear them questioning the very
nature of their perceptions, doubting the evidence of their senses, distrusting the clarity of their thoughts.

And yet that is the writer’s work — to notice and question the act of noticing, to clarify again and again, to
sift one’s perceptions. I'm always struck by how well fitted these young women are to be writers, if only
there weren’t also something within them saying, Who cares what you notice? Who authorized you? Don’t
you owe someone an apology?

Every young writer, male or female, Minnesotan or otherwise, faces questions like these at first. It’s a
delicate thing, coming to the moment when you realize that your perceptions do count and that your
writing can encompass them. You begin to understand how quiet, how subtle the writer’s authority really
is, how little it has to do with “authority” as we usually use the word.

Young men have a way of coasting right past that point of realization without even noticing it, which is
one of the reasons the world is full of male writers. But for young women, it often means a real
transposition of self, a new knowledge of who they are and, in some cases, a forbidding understanding of
whom they’ve been taught to be.

Perhaps the world will punish them for this confidence. Perhaps their self-possession will chase away
everyone who can’t accept it for what it is, which may not be a terrible thing. But whenever I see this
transformation — a young woman suddenly understanding the power of her perceptions, ready to look at
the world unapologetically — I realize how much has been lost because of the culture of polite, self-
negating silence in which they were raised.
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