
Democratic Writers: Hemingway and Vonnegut
Provisional Syllabus

“Be careful, he said to himself, it is all very well for you to write simply
and the simpler the better. But do not start to think so damned simply.
Know how complicated it is and then state it simply.”

—Ernest Hemingway

“Do not bubble. Do not spin your wheels. Use words I know.”
—Kurt Vonnegut

Course Description

This course revolves around two of my favorite American writers, Ernest Hemingway and
Kurt Vonnegut. Hemingway and Vonnegut exemplify a style of writing worthy of emu-
lation, especially for college students. Hemingway and Vonnegut, like Mark Twain, are
paradigmatically democratic writers. Democratic writing is clear, simple, direct, punchy,
and legible. Hemingway’s and Vonnegut’s writing is admirably unpretentious, and as a
consequence, captures a truth about the American soul. Deep engagement with these
writers will help us to break many of the bad habits endemic among young writers: ob-
fuscation, verbal pretentiousness, and long-windedness. Vonnegut and Hemingway teach
us that good, beautiful writing can be simple. This course also asks whether we can learn
anything about American culture—about the American character—from the writings of
these two figures. This is a question about American identity—about what it means to be
an American.

Course Objectives

This course in primarily a writing course. We will be learning to write well by attempting
to mimic Hemingway and Vonnegut. Nevertheless, learning to write well requires learning
to read well. So we will also be doing a lot of reading. I have selected Hemingway and
Vonnegut because I believe their style is useful for all walks of life, for all career paths.
Hemingway and Vonnegut do not make us work for their meaning, nor should we, in most
circumstances, most of the time.

Course Texts

1. Benjamin Franklin, Autobiography (1791)

2. Hemingway, The Garden of Eden (1986)

3. Vonnegut, Mother Night (1961)

1



4. Hemingway, A Movable Feast (1964)

5. Vonnegut, Letters (2012)

6. Hemingway, On Writing (1999)

7. Vonnegut, Wampeters, Foma & Granfalloons (1974)

8. Hemingway, By-Line Ernest Hemingway: Selected Articles and Dispatches of Four Decades
(1998)
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