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How to Write a Literary Argument Essay (Structure and Content)
Introduction: Open with one strong paragraph introducing your reader to your literary work and the specific questions or interpretations it raises for you.  The goal is to inform and engage your reader.  By the end of this first paragraph, the reader should know key information about the literary work and be engaged by the interesting questions or interpretations it raises.  Hints: Take it slow in the introduction!  Move step by step, sentence by sentence. Avoid making huge generalizations or assumptions (“since the dawn of time,” “all people have a tendency to”).  
Claim: Make sure you have stated a clear, debatable claim by the end of the introduction. A truly argumentative claim has two important elements: 1) it makes a debatable claim about the text, and 2) it explains the significance of that claim.  A debatable claim means that there are counter-arguments to your claim.  Hints: Ask yourself what you are arguing … and what the arguments against it might be.  Try to see the case for both sides of the argument, and then use the insight gained from this to explain the significance of your specific claim: why you choose this argument over others.  You know you have an argumentative claim if you can write the following summary: “Although some people might argue A, I want to argue B, because C.”

Paragraphs:  The rest of the essay is then divided into separate paragraphs, each of which should have one clear, main focus that once again informs and engages your reader.  Each paragraph should begin with a topic sentence clearly indicating the focus of this specific paragraph and how it connects to the previous paragraph.  Hints: A good test of whether each paragraph has a clear main focus is whether you can write an opening sentence (topic sentence) that communicates that focus.  A good test of how this works across your essay is to read the first sentence of every paragraph and see if you understand what the essay explores!  Even better, ask someone else to do this for you!
Evidence:  In a literary analysis, evidence is more than just citing a passage or summarizing a plot.  You must cite a passage and then interpret or decode it, showing how you derive a claim from the specific words or punctuation in the passage you cite.  Hints: Once you have worked through the steps of your interpretation or decoding, remember to tell your reader why it is significant.  It may seem obvious to you, but you would be surprised how much readers like to have things clarified for them (lazy readers!).

Conclusion:  The last paragraph of the essay explores how your reading of the cultural work changes its meaning or how you understand it.  It should clarify why the essay was worth writing (and reading!).  Hints: This is what people mean when they ask what is “at stake” in your essay.  What is important about it?  To you?  To other people?  A strong conclusion doesn’t just re-hash your points, it shows why they matter.  Are you saying this cultural work should be placed in a museum? Should be widely available?  Should come with a warning label?
Style:  Your sentences should be able to communicate your ideas effectively. Style describes the way words and punctuation are organized to convey meaning.  Hints: This is a deeply personal element of writing: your style.  It is also a deeply social element of writing: your audience.  Style can (and should) change with social context: perhaps formal for a job letter, jocular with a peer group, shorthand with a close friend. Practice revising your writing for effectiveness by playing around your own preferred tone and syntax in relation to different imagined audiences. 
How to Write a Literary Argument Essay (Example)
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The opening paragraph of an effective essay should capture the reader’s imagination.  It should have some spark, some air of mystery, some unique or original expression.  But it should also introduce the details of the main topic to the reader.  If my essay was going to analyze an episode of the TV show The Office, for example, I would provide basic information about that cultural work here so my readers understand my exploration (for example, U.S. or U.K. version of The Office?  Which episode?  Any specific focus?  Bears, Beets, and Battlestar Gallactica?  Jim’s changing hairstyles?). In other words, even as the introductory paragraph captures the reader’s attention, it should reward that attention with a logical, clear introduction to your main question or focus.  The introduction then closes with a statement or question clarifying the specific focus of the essay.  If I offered a statement, it might say: Readers can more easily follow the nuances of a discussion when they know its basic focus at the start. In question form, I might ask: do readers really like knowing the focus before they read an essay, or do some readers prefer to discover the focus as they read along?  How do different writing genres address different preferences?
By closing with the “stakes” statement or question at the end of the last paragraph, I hook my reader and ready them for the exploration to follow.  This topic sentence for paragraph two repeats the key idea from the last paragraph and then indicates the main point of this paragraph.  If this were a paper (a really boring paper on paper writing), this paragraph would now explain how a “stakes” statement achieves the effect of drawing the reader into the exploration.  Let’s say I will now quote from one of the course readings to make this point.  In Professor Wonderful’s Reader’s Guide to Writing, he argues that telling a reader why the introduction matters helps them follow the exploration.  As Professor Wonderful explains, “it isn’t just a matter of telling them what you will explore, but also why it is interesting or important” (25).   Here I have given a brief context for the quote and then provided the quote in proper format.  Now I follow my quote with some explanation of why I bothered to cite it.  As Wonderful suggests, the “why” of an exploration matters just as much as the “what.”  In order to interest the reader, you must let them see why you find your own argument interesting.   

A truly interesting exploration will develop from paragraph to paragraph.  You will notice here that I have picked up on the idea from the last paragraph (the idea of an interesting exploration) and have connected it to the new idea in this paragraph (thus developing the idea in a new way).  I will stop now because this is too boring for words, but before I do I will show you an alternative format for long quotes.  If a quote is over four lines in your paper, you indent it as a separate piece of text.  As Professor Wonderful explains this format:

Longer quotations are set in from the main body of the essay, so that they do not take up additional space in your paragraph.  These longer passages are set in from the rest of the paragraph, like this, in a block format.  You introduce them with a context, as you do the shorter quotes integrated into the main body of the argument.  You end these long quotes with a period, then the page number in parentheses.  (28)

Once you are done with your longer quote, you return to the regular paragraph format and finish explaining the passage, decoding it and exploring its significance.  Try not to end a paragraph with a quoted passage, since that generally means your reader is left wondering what that quote means in the context of your exploration.  The development of the exploration will be most interesting and persuasive to your reader if you carefully decode your quoted passages. By exploring the specific language of the passage and commenting on its significance, you let your reader understand how you see the passage.   
