Why I Like the New MLA Handbook

The latest edition of this style guide demystifies the secret code of humanities scholarship for students
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It has been the summer of Hamilton in my house. Ever since we saw the numbers performed for the Tony Awards, my daughters have had the cast album on repeat. The 13-year-old read much of Ron Chernow’s biography of the founding father over the school vacation; more recently — with the album as their personal soundtrack — she and her 10-year-old sister have been poring over the "Hamiltome,"a book documenting the show’s history and inspirations by its creator, Lin-Manuel Miranda, and his co-author, Jeremy McCarter.

It’s the source footnotes in that book, Hamilton: The Revolution, that I have found the most intriguing. As a scholar rather than an artist, I document sources in a very different way. Miranda and McCarter are as careful with their citations as I am, but mine are governed by a more rigid set of conventions and define relevance more narrowly. The lessons I want my students to learn about the logics, processes, and conventions of citation fall somewhere between the authors’ approach and mine, since undergraduates will confront a range of writing tasks and contexts as they move through the university and into their careers.

I therefore read with interest and concern Dallas Liddle’s essay, "Why I Hate the New ‘MLA Handbook,’" and his characterization of the eighth edition of this style guide as "not only light in weight but catastrophically light in value." His recent essay invokes an understanding of scholarly writing in the humanities that, frankly, worries me.

I agree emphatically with Liddle that citation systems are "windows into the histories and values of entire intellectual disciplines." But I do not think that a citation system needs to encrypt those norms. Nor do I see learning that system as akin to gaining access to a guild (as one commenter on Liddle’s essay phrased it). Understanding a set of citation rules shouldn’t require significant decoding. Furthermore, Liddle’s nostalgic vision of literary study as an exclusive club is one that we cannot afford at a time when our enrollments are shrinking, and budgets and departments are being trimmed. Rather than turning away potential students, scholars, and lovers of literature, I would have us welcome them in.

I have spent much of the last two decades teaching first-year composition courses and leading writing programs. In the program I currently direct, 4,000 students this semester will take a first-year writing course in which they are required to use MLA style. While a small portion of them will go on to major in language or literature fields, the overwhelming majority will dedicate their college careers to other realms.
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 Thinking about the future historians, writers, engineers, investment bankers, nurses, and visual artists in our classes — as well as the innumerable high-school students who are taught citation via MLA style — I was delighted when I saw the eighth edition: Here, at last, was a book that I could assign and discuss with students rather than simply offer it as a cipher for secret code. Here, at last, was a style guide that wouldn’t present the ever-increasing world of sources as a set of pegs for which there might or might not be the right kinds of holes. Here, at last, was a guide that would help me bring together oddly parallel conversations about the whys and hows of citation.

This edition of the MLA Handbook was created not just by the "MLA leadership," as Liddle suggests, but by a much more diverse group, including an array of MLA members, as well as librarians and teachers of all kinds. (I’m particularly happy about the participation of the librarians.)

Much remains unchanged from the previous edition — including style rules on in-text citation, capitalization, and the treatment of names. And some of the material that no longer appears in this slimmed-down edition is now available online — free — on the organization’s website. The book itself is now cheaper (and I hope, will need fewer updates), and more of the material is available to students and the public without cost.

The most significant changes occur in the recommendations on creating a "List of Works Cited." The revised rules on how to cite digital sources echo Universal Design for Learning guidelines on making syllabi more broadly accessible, and engage students in thinking about some of the complexities of publishing (and therefore of reading) in digital environments.

Spelling out terms such as "translated by" or "edited by" instead of abbreviating them — one of the changes that bothered Liddle — actually explain writers’ contributions to a text more clearly. I am delighted to be rid of tagging each source "Print" or "Web" as though that was a hard and fast distinction. (That change also frees us from conversations with students about how they should categorize a print-analogue article from a scholarly journal that they read on JSTOR.)

Certainly, there are times when the logic and flexibility of the new guide seem to go awry. For example, it says students can now choose not to include the date on which they accessed a web source. That concerned Liddle and it concerns me, too. A friend of mine commented ruefully late this summer that the loosened citation rules might inspire literal-minded students to write "University library, second floor, south side, third bookshelf" as part of the sourcing information for a particular book.

All true. But more and more research in education and in writing studies has shown that what students carry with them from one class to another has less to do with forms and more to do with choices — particularly their ability to draw on knowledge from one context and use it in another, apparently different, one. (We call that ability "transfer"; Robin Snead’s annotated bibliography is a great resource for those who want to learn more about it.)

When I teach future social workers, physicists, doctors, actors, programmers, and human-rights activists — alongside English majors and the next generation of elementary-school teachers — I want to share with them all a love of language, a sense of the power of the written word, a conviction that curiosity is always the best place to begin, and, last but by no means least, an understanding that to write is to engage in an activity that is rhetorical and therefore social. I want them to realize that any act of writing involves informed choices, guided by a variety of flexible principles. My goal as a teacher is to offer some of those principles, and to give students practice in, and feedback on, the choices they make in their writing.

The new MLA Handbook, put simply, helps. For example, the new style guide says that authors must make choices about how to cite a text based on their sense of what their audience might need. That kind of thinking about audience is also at the root of the now-optional notation of the date on which you accessed a website or, for that matter, of whether to include the full URL or digital object identifier of an online source.

Thinking about how rhetorical situation — audience, writer, and purpose — shapes a text is essential to being able to understand (to decode) how to effectively communicate in different contexts. The activity of putting together a list of works cited in MLA style is now explicitly rhetorical, filled with choices and guided by principles that shape our reading as well as our writing. This is laid out in the first section of the book — chapters I am excited to assign because of the way they offer a series of intellectual as well as procedural considerations, thereby inviting a substantive conversation about how we understand written discourse in the 21st century.

A discipline’s style guide forms a code (secret or not), and that’s important. When I went to college and graduate school in the 1990s, literature scholars needed to defend our right to, and need for, a specialized language. As director of a writing program, I face similar battles now in relation to writing instruction. But while I remain committed to the need for scholars to at times use specialized language and systems, this is a different moment than the 1990s. The audience — and potential audience — for scholars’ work is broader and more varied than it once was.

If citation is to humanities research what materials-and-methods sections are to science research then as scholars, we need to take seriously the importance of making our citation system legible. Rather than shutting out our readers, our citations — if we do them right — can invite more of them in.

This, ultimately, is no small part of why I revel in my daughters’ study of the detailed footnotes that Lin-Manuel Miranda and Jeremy McCarter provide. By giving us a glimpse of his influences and contexts, Hamilton: The Revolution reveals the porousness of the artistic process. It also gives fans who started out loving one genre — musical theater, hip-hop, or historical biography — paths for where to go next. By opening up the secret code and inviting conversations about how to proceed, the new MLA Handbook offers students and scholars a way to do the same.
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