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Foreword

“CAN A COMPUTER evaluate an essay?” a New York Times reporter

asked me shortly before we wrapped up this year’s book, the four-
! teenth in the series. The reason for the question: a new computer
program called e-rater that will be used to grade essay questions
on the Graduate Management Admissions Test. I take it that the
“e” stands for essay. )

I replied that a computer could very easily score the results of
the essay questions, assuming that all anyone wanted to know was
whether the writing conformed to standard English usage and
reflected a few other elements of style, like syntactic variety, that
could conveniently be machine-measured. In fact, most popular
word processors already provide some version of this (mine immie-
diately questioned the use of erater). But could a computer, even
one as enlightened as e-rater, detect humor and irony, evaluate
metaphor, or discern a writer’s tone of voice or attitude? E-rater’s
developer honestly admitted to the Times that it couldn’t: “It’s not
designed to score Montaigne,” she said. “It’s designed for a specific
purpose, to score the kinds of essays we see on standardized tests.”

Which brings us to the heart of the matter: what do we talk about
when we talk about essays? Montaigne’s term for his eccentric and
digressive meditations is now employed so broadly and indiscrimi-
nately that its traditional literary meaning is all but forgotten. An
essay, it seems, is anything we want it to be. Our dailies, weeklies,
and monthlies are chock-full of nonfiction prose, but very little of
it is either creative or literary. Most of it is informative, functional,
or advisory, and that’s as it should be. Produced with builtin
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Review, vol. 28, no. 3.
ALBERTO RIOS
The Chicken and the Box. The
Connecticut Review, Fall.
EDWARD RIVERA
Impure Thoughts. Culturefront,
Winter.
KATIE ROIPHE
The End of Innocence. Vogue,
January.
TACEY A. ROSOLOWSKI
White Shirts. Salmagundi, Fall.
DorIEN Ross
Rescue: Warsaw 1989. Tikkun,
November/December.

MIKE SAGER
Smoking: A Love Story. Esquire,
February.
ScoTT RUSSELL SANDERS
Skill. The Georgia Review, Summer.
Simplicity. Audubon, July/August.
REG SANER
My Grandmother’s House. High
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ANDREY SLIVKA )
The Morning Crew. New York Press,
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MICHAEL STEINBERG
Chin Music: A Memoir. The Florida
Review, vol. 23, no. 1.
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10, no. 2.
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‘What We Look Up to Now. The New
York Times Magazine, November

15.
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Dickie Dare. The Sewanee Review,
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Odd Collections. The Yale Review,
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Black & American: What Does It
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Naples Is Closed. Granta, no. 64.

ALICE VAN BUREN
Horse Latitudes. The American Voice,
no. 47.
CONNIE VOISINE
What Was So Beautiful about My
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EaMoNN WALL
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New Hibernia Review, Winter.
GARRY WALLACE
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S. L. WISENBERG
The Children of Theresienstadt.
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RoBERT F. WoRTH
The Legacy of a Lynching. The
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STEVE YARBROUGH
The Big Time. The Oxford American,
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HiLLER B. ZOBEL
The Undying Problem of the Death
Penalty. American Heritage, January.

PAuL ZIMMER
The Blind World, Atomic
Battlefields. The Georgia Review,
Winter.
HowARrD ZINN .
The Massacres of History. The
Progressive, August.

Issues of Five Points, with the essays “Thread” by Stuart Dybek and “The Third
Servant” by Margo Livesey, arrived too late to be considered for this year’s volume.

Readers will also find many essays of interest in the following special issues of pe-
riodicals published in 1998: “A View from the Divide (Creative Nonfiction on
Health and Science),” Creative Nonfiction, no. 11, Lee Gutkind, editor; “Whiteness:
What Is It?” Hungry Mind Review, Spring, Bart Schneider, editor; “Personal Narra-
tives,” Prairie Schooner, Fall, Hilda Raz, editor; “American Families,” Witness, vol. 12,
no. 2, Peter Stine, editor.




