THE LITERATURE ESSAY

The literature essay is a distinct subgenre of writing with unique elements and
conventions. Just as you come to a poem, play, or short story with a specific set of
expectations, so will readers approach your essay about a poem, play or story. They
will be looking for particular elements, anticipating that the work will unfold in a
certain way. This chapter explains and explores those elements so as to give you a
clear sense of what an effective essay about literature looks like and how it works,
along with concrete advice about how to craft your own.

A literature essay has particular elements and a particular form because it
serves a specific purpose. Like any essay, it is a relatively short written composition
that articulates, supports, and develops one major idea or claim. Like any work of
expository prose, it aims to explain something complex—in this case at least one
literary work—so that a reader may gain a new and deeper understanding. Explain-
ing in this case entails both analysis (breaking the work down into its constituent
parts and showing how they work together to form a meaningful whole) and argu-
ment (working to convince someone that the analysis is valid). Your essay needs to
show your readers a particular way to understand the work, to interpret or read it.
That interpretation or reading starts with your own personal response. But your
essay also needs to persuade its readers that your interpretation is reasonable and
enlightening—that though it is distinctive and new, it is more than merely idio-
syncratic or subjective.

28.1 ELEMENTS OF THE LITERATURE ESSAY

To achieve its purpose, a literature essay must incorporate five elements: an effective
tone; a compelling thesis and motive; ample, appropriate evidence; and a coherent
structure. Though these five elements are essential to essays of any kind, each
needs to take a specific shape in literature essays. The goal of this section is to give
you a clear sense of that shape.

28.1.1 Tone (and Audience)

Although your reader or audience isn’t an element in your essay, tone is. And tone
and audience are closely interrelated. In everyday life, the tone we adopt has
everything to do with whom we're talking to and what situation we're in. We talk
very differently to our parents than to our best friends. And in different situations
we talk to the same person in different ways, depending in part on what response
we want to elicit. What tone do you adopt with your best friend when you need a
favor? when you want advice? when you want him to take your advice? In each situa-
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tion, you act on your knowledge of who your audience is, what information they
already have, and what their response is likely to be. But you also try to adopt a tone
that will encourage your listener to respond in a specific way. In writing, as in life,
your sense of audience shapes your tone, even as you use tone to shape your audi-
ence’s response.

So who is your audience? When you write an essay for class, the obvious
answer is your instructor. But in an important sense, that’s the wrong answer.
Although your instructor could literally be the only person besides you who will
ever read your essay, you write about literature to learn how to write for a general
audience of peers—people a lot like you who are sensible and educated and who
will appreciate having a literary work explained so that they can understand it
more fully. Picture your readers as people with at least the same educational back-
ground. Assume they have some experience in reading literature and some famil-
iarity with the basic literary terminology outlined in this book. (You should
not feel the need to explain what a stanza is or to define the term in medias res.)
But assume, too, that your readers have read the specific literary work(s) only
once, have not yet closely analyzed the work(s), and have not been privy to class
discussions.

Above all, don’t think of yourself as writing for only one reader and especially
one reader who already sees the text as you do. Remember that the purpose of
your essay is to persuade multiple readers with differing outlooks and opinions to
see the text your way. That process begins with persuading those readers that you
deserve their time, their attention, and their respect. The tone of your paper should
be serious and straightforward, respectful toward your readers and the literary
work. But its approach and vocabulary, while formal enough for academic writing,
should be lively enough to capture and hold the interest of busy, distracted readers.
Demonstrate in your essay the stance you want readers to take toward your essay:
Earn careful attention and respect by demonstrating care, attentiveness, and respect;
encourage your readers to keep an open mind by doing the same; engage your read-
ers by demonstrating genuine engagement with the text, the topic, and the very enter-
prise of writing.

WAYS OF SETTING THE RIGHT TONE

- Write about literature in the present tense.

Convincing your readers that you are a knowledgeable student of literature
whose ideas they should respect requires not only correctly using—without
feeling the need to explain—basic literary terms such as stanza and in medias
res but also following other long-established conventions. Writing in present
tense is one such convention, and it has two very practical advantages. One, it
helps you avoid confusing tense shifts. Simply put, you can more clearly indicate
when in a text something happens by simply specifying, “When X first visits Y”
or “In the first stanza,” and so on than you can by switching tenses. Two, pres-
ent tense actually makes logical sense if you think about it: Though each time
you pick up a story, poem, or play, your interpretation of the work might be dif-
ferent, the work itself isn’t. Similarly, though in reading we experience a text as
unfolding in time, it actually doesn’t: Everything in the text simply, always is.
Thus, yesterday, today, and tomorrow, Shakespeare’s Ophelia goes mad, “A & P”
asks what it means to grow up, John Donne (the implied author) depicts our rela-
tionship with God as a lifelong struggle, and so on.
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That said, things do get a bit tricky when you write about contexts as well
as texts or about actual versus implied authors. Notice, for example, how the
following sentence moves from past to present tense as it moves from a
statement about the actual author to one about the text: “In perhaps the
same year, Dickinson wrote ‘The Bible is an antique Volume,” which shows a mix
of skepticism and optimism.” Again, this switch (from past to present tense)
makes logical sense: The actual author Emily Dickinson wrote this poem in the
historical past, even as the poem shows now what it always has and always will
(if we accept this writer’s interpretation of it). By the same logic, the same tenses
would be appropriate if we revised the sentence so as to make Emily Dickinson,
the implied author, rather than her poem the subject of its second half: “In per-
haps the same year, Dickinson wrote ‘The Bible is an antique Volume, a poem
in which she expresses a mix of skepticism and optimism.” (On implied versus
actual authors, see ch. 2.)

Use the word “1” carefully.

On the one hand, many instructors have no problem with your using “I” when
context makes that appropriate and effective; and used well, the first person
can create a real sense of engagement and of “presence,” of a distinctive mind
at work. On the other hand, however, you should be aware that many instruc-
tors strongly object to any use of the word “I” simply because inexperienced
writers so often use it inappropriately and ineffectively. Since the job of a liter-
ature essay is to use evidence to persuade readers to accept an interpretation of
the work that is generally and objectively, not just personally or subjectively,
valid and meaningful, resorting to “I feel” or “I think” can defeat that purpose.
Sometimes such phrases can even be a sign that you've gotten way off track,
perhaps substituting expressions of feeling for actual argument or dwelling
more on your thoughts about an issue the text explores than on your thoughts
about the text and the thoughts it communicates about that issue (as in the
last example in 28.1.2 below). Generally speaking, if everything that follows a
phrase like “I feel” or “I think” makes sense and has merit and relevance on
its own, cut to the chase by cutting the phrase.

28.1.2 Thesis

A thesis is to an essay what a theme is to a short story, play, or poem: the govern-
ing idea or claim. Yet where a literary work implies at least one theme and often
more, any essay about a literary work needs to have only one thesis that is explicitly
stated in about one to three sentences somewhere in the introduction, usually at or
near its end. Like a theme, as we have defined that term in earlier chapters, your
thesis must be debatable—a claim that all readers won’t automatically accept. It’s a
proposition you can prove with evidence from the literary text, yet it's one you
have to prove, that isn't obviously true or merely factual.

Though it’s unlikely that any of that is news to you, even experienced writers
sometimes find themselves flummoxed when it comes to figuring out just what
makes for a debatable claim or thesis about literature. To clarify, we juxtapose below
two sets of sentences. On the left are inarguable statements—ones that are merely
factual or descriptive and thus might easily find a home in a paraphrase, summary,
or description (see ch. 27). On the right are debatable claims about the same topic
or fact of the type that might work very well as the thesis of a literature essay.



FACTUAL STATEMENT

28.1.2 Thesis

THESIS

“The Story of an Hour” explores the
topic of marriage.

“The Story of an Hour” poses a
troubling question: Does marriage
inevitably encourage people to “impose
[their] private will upon a fellow-
creature” (par. 14)?

“Cathedral” features a character with a
physical handicap.

By depicting an able-bodied protagonist
who discovers his own emotional and
spiritual shortcomings through an
encounter with a physically handi-
capped person, “Cathedral” invites us
to question traditional definitions of
“disability.”

“London” has three discrete stanzas
that each end with a period; two-thirds
of the lines are end-stopped.

In “London,” William Blake uses various
formal devices to suggest the unnatural
rigidity of modern urban life.

Creon and Antigone are both similar
and different.

Antigone and Creon share the same
fatal flaw: Each recognizes only one set
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of obligations. In the end, however, the
play presents Antigone as more
admirable.

All of the thesis statements above are arguable because each implicitly answers a
compelling interpretive question to which multiple, equally reasonable answers
seem possible—for instance, What is the key similarity between Antigone and Creon?
Which character’s actions and values does the play as a whole ultimately champion? or,
What exactly does Blake demonstrate about modern urban life? But they share other
traits as well. All are clear and emphatic. All use active verbs to capture what the text
and/or its implied author does (poses, invites, uses, presents versus has, is, tries to). And
each entices us to read further by implying further interpretive questions—What
“set of obligations” do Antigone and Creon each “recognize”? Given how alike they are,
what makes Antigone more admirable than Creon? or, According to Blake, what spe-
cifically is “unnatural” and “rigid” about modern urban life? (Note, by the way, that the
arguable claim in the Blake example isn't that he “uses various formal devices to sug-
gest” something: All authors do that. Instead, the arguable claim has to do with what
he suggests through formal devices.)

An effective thesis enables the reader to enter the essay with a clear sense that
its writer has something to prove and what that is, and it inspires readers with the
desire to see the writer prove it. We want to understand how the writer arrived at
this view, to test whether it’s valid, and to see how the writer will answer the other
questions the thesis has generated in our minds. A good thesis captures readers’
interest and shapes their expectations. In so doing, it also makes specific promises
to readers that the rest of the essay must fulfill.

At the same time, an arguable claim about literature is not one-sided or narrow-
minded. A thesis needs to stake out a position, but a position can and should
admit complexity. Literature, after all, tends to focus more on exploring problems,
conflicts, and questions than on offering easy solutions, resolutions, and answers.
Its goal is to complicate and enrich, not to simplify, our way of looking at the
world. The best essays about literature and the theses that drive them often do the
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same. As some of the sample thesis statements above demonstrate, for example, a
good thesis can be a claim about just what the key question or conflict explored in
a text is rather than about how that question is answered or that conflict resolved.
Though an essay with this sort of thesis wouldn’t be complete unless it ultimately
considered possible answers and resolutions, it doesn'’t have to start there.

INTERPRETATION VERSUS EVALUATION
(OR WHY IS A LITERATURE ESSAY NOT A REVIEW)

All the sample theses above involve interpretive claims—claims about how a liter-
ary text works, what it says, how one should understand it. Unless your instructor
suggests otherwise, this is the kind of claim you need for a thesis in a literature
essay.

Yet it’s useful to remember that in reading and writing about literature we often
make (and debate) a different type of claim—the evaluative. Evaluation entails assess-
ment, and evaluative claims about literature tend to be of two kinds. The first involves
aesthetic assessment and/or personal preference—whether a text (or a part or element
thereof) succeeds, or seems to you “good,” in artistic terms or whether you personally
“like” it. This kind of claim features prominently in movie and book reviews, but liter-
ature essays are not reviews. Where the thesis of a review of Raymond Carver's
CATHEDRAL, for example, might be that “Carver's story fails as a story because of its
lack of action and unlikeable narrator” or that “‘Cathedral’ does a great job of charac-
terizing its narrator-protagonist,” a better thesis for a literature essay might be some-
thing like that of Bethany Qualls’s “A Narrator’s Blindness in Raymond Carver’s
‘Cathedral’” (see “Fiction: Reading, Responding, Writing”): “Through his words
even more than his actions the narrator unwittingly shows us why nothing much hap-
pens to him by continually demonstrating his utter inability to connect with others or
to understand himself.” In other words, where reviewers are mainly concerned with
answering the question of whether a text “works,” literary critics focus primarily on
showing how it does so and with what effects. Likewise, though personal preferences
may well influence your choice of which texts to write about, such preferences
shouldn’t be the primary focus of your essay—who, after all, can really argue with
your personal preferences?

The second kind of evaluative claim involves moral, philosophical, social, or
political judgment—whether an idea or action is wise or good, valid or admirable,
something you “agree with.” Both interpretive and evaluative claims involve informed
opinion (which is why they are debatable). But whereas interpretive claims of the
kind literary critics tend to privilege aim to elucidate the opinions and values
expressed or enacted in and by a text or its characters, evaluative claims of this sec-
ond type instead assess the validity of those opinions and values, often by comparison
with one’s own. Our sample thesis statement about ANTIGONE, for example, is a
claim about which character the play presents as more admirable, not about which
character the essay writer herself admires more.

The latter kind of claim is far from irrelevant or unimportant. One major reason
why we read and write about literature is because it encourages us to grapple with real
moral, social, and political issues of the kind we should develop informed opinions
about. The question is simply one of emphasis: In a literature essay, the literature itself
must be your primary focus, not your personal experience with or opinions about the
issues it raises or the situations it explores.
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Your main job in a literature essay is to thoughtfully explore what the work com-
municates and how it does so. Making an interpretive claim your thesis ensures that
you keep your priorities straight. Once you have done that job thoroughly and well in
the body of your essay, then you can consider evaluative questions in your conclusion
(see “End: The Conclusion,” in 28.1.5).

The poem “Ulysses” demonstrates
that traveling and meeting new people
are important parts of life. The speaker
argues that staying in one place for too
long is equivalent to substituting the
simple act of breathing for truly living.
I very much agree with the speaker's

This paragraph might be the kernel of a
good conclusion to an essay that
develops the thesis that “‘Ulysses’
demonstrates that traveling and meeting
new people are important parts of life.”
Unfortunately, however, this paragraph

| actually appeared at the beginning of a
argument because I also believe that

travel is one of life's most valuable
experiences. Traveling allows you to
experience different cultures, different
political systems, and different points
of view. It may change your way of
thinking or make you realize that
people all over the world are more
similar than they are different.

student paper so full of similar
paragraphs that it simply never managed
to be about ULyssks at all. Unfortu-
nately, too, then, this paragraph
demonstrates one of the reasons why
some instructors forbid you to use the
word “I" at all in literature essays (see
28.1.1).

28.1.3 Motive (“Although ... | Think...")

One reason inexperienced writers might be tempted to emphasize evaluation over
interpretation is that evaluative claims sometimes seem more debatable. It isn’t
always apparent, in other words, why there is anything useful or revelatory, even
arguable or debatable, about a claim like “Antigone presents Antigone’s form of over-
simplification as more admirable than Creon's” or “Emily Dickinson questions tradi-
tional Christian doctrines.” If you read the critical excerpts scattered throughout
this book, however, you may notice something important: In the work of profes-
sional literary critics, such claims seem compelling because they are never presented
in a vacuum but rather as what they truly are—a response to other actual or poten-
tial claims about the text. Such a presentation provides a motive for the reader of
such an essay just as it does its writer.

Boil any good literature essay down to its essence, in other words, and you'll
end up with a sentence that goes something like this (even though such a sentence
never appears in the essay):

Although they say / I used to think / someone might reasonably think
about this text, I say / now think

because
An effective essay doesn't just state a thesis (“I say/now think . . .”) and prove it b
y J Y/ P y
providing reasons and evidence (“because . . ."); it also interests us in that thesis

by framing it as a response to some other actual or potential thesis—something
that “they” actually “say” about a text; that you “used to think” about it, perhaps
on a first, casual reading; or that some reader might reasonably think or say.! In a
literature research essay, “they” may well be published literary critics. But you
don’t have to read any published work on a literary text to discover alternative

1. For a more extensive discussion of this approach to writing, see Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein's
“They Say/l Say”: The Moves That Matter in Academic Writing, 3rd ed., W. W. Norton, 2014.
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readings to which to respond: If you have discussed a text in class, you have heard
plenty of statements made and questions raised about it, all of which are fodder
for response. If you've read and re-read a work carefully, your view of it has almost
certainly evolved, ensuring that you yourself have a “naive reading” to compare to

your more enlightened one. Finally, to write effectively about a text you inevitably

have to imagine other possible interpretations, and, again, those potential read-

ings are also ones you can “take on” in your essay.

Below, an introduction to one student writer’s essay on Emily Dickinson appears

first;

below that are two different ways of paraphrasing the “Although . . . , I think”

statement that introduction implies.

When cataloguing Christian poets, it might be tempting to place Emily Dickinson

between Dante and John Donne. She built many poems around biblical quotations,

locations, and characters. She meditated often on the afterlife, prayer, and trust in

God. Yet Dickinson was also intensely doubtful of the strand of Christianity that she

inherited. In fact, she never became a Christian by the standards of her community

in nineteenth-century Amherst, Massachusetts. Rather, like many of her contempo-

raries in Boston, Dickinson recognized the tension between traditional religious

teaching and modern ideas. And these tensions between hope and doubt, between

tradition and modernity animate her poetry. In “Some keep the Sabbath going to

church—,” “The Brain—is wider than the Sky—,” “Because I could not stop for

Death—,” and “The Bible is an antique Volume,” the poet uses traditional religious

terms and biblical allusions. But she does so in order both to criticize traditional

doctrines and practices and to articulate her own unorthodox beliefs.

1.

The

Although someone might reasonably think of Emily Dickinson as a conventionally

religious poet, I think she only uses traditional religious terms and biblical allu-

sions to criticize traditional doctrines and practices and to articulate her own
unorthodox beliefs.

. Although someone might reasonably think of Emily Dickinson as either a conven-

tionally religious poet or as an intensely doubtful one, I think she is both: Her

poetry enacts a tension between traditional religious teaching and the hope it

inspires and modern doubt.

introduction above is an especially useful example because it demonstrates

three things you need to keep in mind in articulating motive:

1.

Crafting a strong motive requires giving real substance to the argument you
respond to, taking it seriously enough that your readers do, too. Notice
how the introduction above does that by actually listing a few good rea-
sons why it might be entirely reasonable for a reader to think of Emily
Dickinson either as a religious poet or as a skeptical one before making
the claim that she is both. Simply put, you lose credibility from the get-go
rather than generating interest in your thesis if you seem to be building a
“straw man” just so you can knock him down.

. “Responding” to another point of view doesn't have to mean disagreeing

with it. Instead, you might
. agree with, but complicate or qualify, the original claim

Although my classmates might be right to suggest that Miss Emily is heroic, I
think she needs to be seen specifically as a tragic heroine.



28.1.4 Evidence 1897

. present your thesis as a middle way between two extreme alternatives
(as in the sample introduction above); or

as in any conversation, change the subject by turning attention to some-
thing previously or easily ignored

Though our class discussion about “A Rose for Emily” focused exclusively on Miss
Emily, we shouldn't ignore her father, since he makes Miss Emily what she is.

3. “Although . . . I think . . . because . .." is a useful sentence to use as you
plan or summarize an argument, not a sentence that should actually appear
in an essay, in part because it creates problems with tone (see 28.1.1).

28.1.4 Evidence

Showing readers that your interpretation and argument are valid requires ample,
appropriate evidence. And the appropriateness and quality of your evidence will
depend on how you prepare and present it. Simply speaking, the term evidence
refers to facts. But a fact by itself isn’t really evidence for anything, or rather—as
lawyers well know—any one fact can be evidence for many things. Like lawyers,
literary critics turn a fact into evidence by interpreting it, drawing an inference
from it, giving the reader a vivid sense of why and how the fact demonstrates a spe-
cific claim. You need, then, both to present concrete facts and to actively interpret
them. Show readers why and how each fact matters.

KINDS OF LITERARY EVIDENCE: QUOTATION, PARAPHRASE, SUMMARY,
DESCRIPTION

Quotations are an especially important form of evidence in literature essays. Any
essay about literature that contains no quotations is likely to be weak. Readers of
such an essay may doubt whether its writer has a thorough knowledge of the liter-
ary work or has paid adequate attention to details. And certain kinds of claims—
about a character’s motivations, a speaker’s tone, a narrator’s attitude toward a
character, and so on—just can’t be truly substantiated or developed without recourse
to quotations.

At the same time, inexperienced writers sometimes make the mistake of think-
ing quotations are the only form of evidence in literature essays. They aren't. In
fact, because a quotation will lead your reader to expect commentary on, and inter-
pretation of, its language, you should quote directly from the text only when the
actual wording is significant. Otherwise, keep attention on the facts that really
matter by simply paraphrasing, describing, or summarizing. (For a discussion and
examples of paraphrase, summary, and description, see ch. 27.)

In this paragraph,
note how the
student writer
simply
summarizes and
paraphrases (in
bold) when

the key facts are
what happens
(who does what

At this point in the novel, Tess is so conflicted about what to do that she can't
decide or do anything at all. Only after asking her to marry him several
times and repeatedly wondering aloud why Tess is hesitating does
Angel finally get her to say yes or no. Even after agreeing to be his
bride, Tess refuses to set a date, and it is Angel who finally, weeks

later, suggests December 31. Once Tess agrees, the narrator describes this
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more as a matter of totally letting go than of finally taking charge: “carried along
upon the wings of the hours, without the sense of a will,” she simply “drifted
into . . . passive responsiveness to all things her lover suggested” (221; ch. 32).
Tess has given up agency and responsibility, letting events take whatever
course they will rather than exerting her will even though—or maybe

because—she is so terrified about the direction they will take.

Through its form, the poem demonstrates that division can increase instead
of lessen meaning, as well as love. On the one hand, just as the poem'’s content
stresses the power of the love among three people, so the poem’s form also
stresses “threeness” as well as “twoness.” It is after all divided into three
distinctly numbered stanzas, and each stanza consists of three sen-
tences. On the other hand, every sentence is ‘‘divided equally twixt
two” lines, just as the speaker's “passion” is divided equally between two
men. Formally, then, the poem mirrors the kinds of division it describes. Sound
and especially rthyme reinforce this pattern since the two lines that make
up one sentence usually rhyme with each other to form a couplet. The
only lines that don’t conform to this pattern come at the beginning of
the second stanza where we instead have alternating rhyme—is (line
7) rhymes with miss (9), mourn (8) rhymes with scorn (10). But here,
again, form reinforces content since these lines describe how the speaker
“miss[es]|” one man when the other is “by,” a sensation she arguably reproduces
in us as we read by ensuring we twice “miss” the rhyme that the rest of the

poem leads us to expect.

28.1.5 Structure

to whom when)
and what the
“gist” of a
character’s
rermarks are, but
she quotes when
the specific
wording is the
key evidence.
Notice, too, how
the writer turns
quotations into
evidence by both
introducing and
following each
with interpretive
commentary (in
italics) to create
what some
writing experts
call a “quotation
sandwich.” (For
more on
effective
quotation, see
ch.31)

Description (in
bold) provides
the evidence in
this paragraph
from the essay
on Aphra Behn’s
ON HER LOVING
Two EQUALLY
that appears
earlier in this
book (“Poetry:
Reading,
Responding,
Writing”).

Like an effective short story, poem, or play, your essay needs to have a beginning
(or introduction), a middle (or body), and an ending (or conclusion). Each of these
parts plays its own unique and vital role in creating a coherent, persuasive, and

satisfying whole.

BEGINNING: THE INTRODUCTION

Your essay’s beginning, or introduction, needs to draw readers in and prepare
them for what's to come by not only articulating your thesis and your motive but
also providing any basic information—about the author, the topic, the text, or its
contexts—readers will need to understand and appreciate your argument. At the
very least, you need to specify the title of the work you're writing about and the
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author’s full name. Very short (one-sentence) plot summaries or descriptions of
the text can also be useful, but they should be “slanted” so as to emphasize the
aspects of the text you'll be most concerned with. (On summary and description,
see ch. 27.)

Below are the first few sentences of two different essays on HamMLET. Notice
how each uses plot summary to establish motive and build up to a thesis. Though
we don't yet know exactly what each thesis will be, each summary is slanted to
give readers a pretty clear sense of the essay’s general topic and of the kind of the-
sis it’s heading toward.

1. It would be easy to read William Shakespeare’'s Hamlet as a play dealing with
exclusively personal issues and questions—"to be or not to be,” am I really crazy?, did
Mommy really love Daddy?, do I love Mommy too much? What such a reading ignores
is the play’s political dimension: Hamlet isn't just any person; he’s the Prince of
Denmark. The crime he investigates isn't just any old murder or even simple
fratricide: by killing his brother, who is also Hamlet's father and Denmark’s rightful
king, Claudius commits regicide only in order to usurp the throne—a throne Hamlet
is supposed to inherit. Thanks to their actions, the tragedy ends not only with the
decimation of Denmark’s entire royal family, including the prince himself, but also
with a successful foreign invasion that we—and all of the characters—have been
warned about from the beginning.

2. As everyone knows, William Shakespeare’s Hamlet depicts a young man's efforts to
figure out both whether his uncle murdered his father and what to do about it. What
everyone may not have thought about is this: does it matter that the young man is a
prince? that his uncle is now king? or even that the action takes place in ancient
Denmark rather than in modern America? Ultimately, it does not. Though the play’s
setting and its characters’ political roles and responsibilities might add an extra layer
of interest, they shouldn't distract us from the universal and deeply personal
questions the play explores.

Like the sentences in these partial introductions, each and every sentence in
your introduction should directly contribute to your effort to spark readers’ interest,
articulate your thesis and motive, or provide necessary background information.
Avoid sentences that are only “filler,” especially vapid (hence boring and uninforma-
tive) generalizations or “truisms” about literature or life such as “Throughout human
history, people have struggled with the question...”; “Literature often portrays
conflicts”; “This story deals with many relevant issues”; or “In life, joy and sorrow
often go together.” To offer up one more truism worth keeping in mind in crafting
introductions, “you only get one chance to make a first impression,” and generaliza-
tions, truisms, and clichés seldom make a good one.

MIDDLE: THE BODY

As in any essay, the middle, or body, of your literature essay is where you do the
essential work of supporting and developing your thesis by presenting and analyzing
evidence. Each body paragraph needs to articulate, support, and develop one specific
claim—a debatable idea directly related to the thesis, but smaller and more specific.
This claim should be stated fairly early in the paragraph in a topic sentence. (If your
paragraphs open with factual statements, you may have a problem.) And every
sentence in the paragraph should help prove and elaborate on that claim. Indeed,
each paragraph ideally should build from an initial, general statement of the claim
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to the more complex form of it that you develop by presenting and analyzing evi-
dence. In this way, each paragraph functions a bit like a miniature essay with its
own thesis, body, and conclusion.

Your essay as a whole should develop logically, just as each paragraph does. To
ensure that happens, you need to do the following:

. Order your paragraphs so that each builds on the last, with one idea fol-
lowing another in a logical sequence. The goal is to lay out a clear path for
the reader. Like any path, it should go somewhere. Don'’t just prove your
point; develop it.

. Present each idea/paragraph so that the logic behind the order is clear. Try to
start each paragraph with a sentence that functions as a bridge, transporting
the reader from one claim to the next. The reader shouldn’t have to leap.

The specific sorts of topic and transition sentences you need will depend in
part on the kind of literature essay you're writing. Later in this and other chapters,
we'll demonstrate what they tend to look like in comparative essays, for example.
But your thesis should always be your main guide.

Below are the thesis and topic sentences from the student essay on Raymond
Carver’s “Cathedral” that appears earlier in this book (“Fiction: Reading, Respond-
ing, Writing”). Notice that just as the thesis is a claim about the narrator, so, too,
are all the topic sentences and that the writer begins with what she acknowledges
to be the most “evident” or obvious claim.

Thesis: Through his words even more than his actions the narrator
unwittingly demonstrates his utter inability to connect with others or to
understand himself.

Topic Sentences:

1. The narrator's isolation is most evident in the distanced way he introduces
his own story and the people in it.

2. At least three times the narrator himself notices that this habit of not
naming or really acknowledging people is significant.

3. Also reinforcing the narrator’s isolation and dissatisfaction with it are
the awkward euphemisms and clichés he uses, which emphasize how
disconnected he is from his own feelings and how uncomfortable he is
with other people’s.

4. Once the visit actually begins, the narrator’s interactions and conversations
with the other characters are even more awkward.

5. Despite Robert’s best attempt to make a connection with the narrator,
the narrator resorts to labels again.

6. There is hope for the narrator at the end as he gains some empathy and
forges a bond with Robert over the drawing of a cathedral.

7. However, even at the very end it isn't clear just whether or how the narrator
has really changed.
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END: THE CONCLUSION

In terms of their purpose (not their content), conclusions are introductions in
reverse. Whereas introductions draw readers away from their world and into your
essay, conclusions send them back. Introductions work to convince readers that
they should read the essay; conclusions work to show them why and how the expe-
rience was worthwhile. You should approach conclusions, then, by thinking about
what specific sort of lasting impression you want to create. What can you give
readers to take with them as they journey back into the “real world”?

In literature essays, effective conclusions often consider at least one of the fol-
lowing three things:

1. Implications—What picture of your author’s work or worldview does your
argument imply? Alternatively, what might your argument suggest about
some real-world issue or situation? Implications don't have to be earth-
shattering. It's unlikely that your reading of August Wilson’s FENCES will
rock your readers’ world. But your argument about this play should in some
small but worthwhile way change how readers see Wilson’s work or provide
some new insight into some topic that work explores—how racism works, or
how difficult it is for people to adjust to changes in the world around us, or
how a parent or spouse might go wrong, and so on. If your essay has not, to
this point, dealt with theme, now is a good time to do so. If you have not
mentioned the author’s name since the introduction, do so now; often,
making the implied or actual author the subject of at least some of your
sentences is one way to ensure that you are moving from argument to
implications.

2. Evaluation—Though, as we've stressed, literature essays need to focus pri-
marily on interpretation, conclusions are a good place to move from interpre-
tation to evaluation. In a sense, careful interpretation earns you the right to
do some thoughtful evaluation. What might your specific interpretation of
the text reveal about its literary quality or effectiveness? Alternatively, to
what extent and how exactly do you agree or disagree with the author’s con-
clusions about a particular issue? How, for example, might your own view of
how racism works compare to the view implied in Fences? (For more on
evaluative and/versus interpretive claims, see 28.1.2.)

3. Areas of ambiguity or unresolved questions—Are there any remaining
puzzles or questions that your argument or the text itself doesn'’t resolve
or answer? Or might your argument suggest a new question or puzzle worth
investigating?

Above all, don’t merely repeat what you've already said. If your essay has done its
job to this point, and especially if your essay is relatively short, your readers may well
feel bored or even insulted if they get a mere summary. You should certainly clarify
anything that needs clarifying, but you should also go further. The best essays are
rounded wholes in which conclusions do, in a sense, circle back to the place where
they started. But the best essays remind readers of where they began only in order to
give them a more palpable sense of how far they've come and why it matters. Your
conclusion is your chance to ensure that readers don't leave your essay wondering,
“Okay. So what?”
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It's possible that not feeling “inside anything” (par. 135) could be a feeling of
freedom from his own habits of guardedness and insensitivity, his emotional
“blindness.” But even with this final hope for connection, for the majority of the
story the narrator is a closed, judgmental man who isolates himself and cannot
connect with others. The narrator’s view of the world is one filled with miscon-
ceptions that the visit from Robert starts to slowly change, yet it is not clear
what those changes are, how far they will go, or whether they will last. Living
with such a narrator for the length even of a short story and the one
night it describes can be a frustrating experience. But in the end that
might be Raymond Carver’s goal: by making us temporarily see the
world through the eyes of its judgmental narrator, “Cathedral” forces
us to do what the narrator himself has a hard time doing. The ques-

tion is, will that change us?

28.2 COMMON ESSAY TYPES

In its original
state, this con-
clusion to Beth-
any Qualls’s
essay on Ray-
mond Carver'’s
“Cathedral”
might beg the
“So what?”
question. Yet
notice what
happens when
we add just
three more sen-
tences that try
to answer that
question.
(Qualls's essay
appears at the
end of “Fiction:
Reading,
Responding,
Writing”)

All literature essays have the same basic purpose and the same five elements. Yet
they come in almost infinite varieties, each of which handles those elements some-
what differently and thus also poses somewhat different writing challenges. In the
next chapter, for example, we discuss a few literature essay topics so common that
they virtually define distinct types or subgenres of the literature essay (29.1.3). The
rest of this chapter, however, concentrates exclusively on two especially common
and in some ways especially challenging essay types—the comparative essay and

the in-class exam essay.

28.2.1 The Comparative Essay

As we have emphasized throughout this book, comparison is a fundamental part
of all reading: We develop our expectations about how a poem, play, or story will
unfold in part by consciously or unconsciously comparing it to other poems, plays,
and stories we've read; we get a sense of just who a character is by comparing her
to other characters in the same story or play; and so on. Not surprisingly, then,
one of the most common types of essays assigned in literature classes is one that
considers similarities and differences within a work, between two works, or among
several. One might, for example, write an essay comparing different characters’
interpretations of Georgianna’s birthmark in Nathaniel Hawthorne's THE BIRTH-
MARK or one comparing the use of symbolism in this Hawthorne story to that in

Edwidge Danticat’s A WaLL oF FIRE RisING.

The key challenges involved in writing effective comparison essays are achiev-
ing the right balance between comparison and contrast, crafting an appropriate

thesis, and effectively structuring the body of the essay.
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COMPARISON AND/VERSUS CONTRAST

“Comparison-contrast” is a label commonly applied to comparison essays, but it’s a
somewhat misleading one: Though some comparative essays give greater stress to
similarities, others to differences (or contrast), all comparison has to pay at least
some attention to both. Contrast is thus ahways part of comparison.

Where the emphasis falls in your essay will depend partly on your assignment,
so be sure that you scrutinize it carefully and understand what it requires of you.
An assignment that asks you to “explain how and why children feature prominently
in Romantic literature” by “analyzing the work of at least two Romantic poets,” for
example, encourages you to pay more attention to similarities so as to demonstrate
understanding of a single “Romantic” outlook. Conversely, an assignment asking you
to “contrast Wordsworth and Coleridge” and describe “the major differences in
their poetry” obviously emphasizes contrast. Again, however, even an assignment
that stresses differences requires you first to establish some similarities as a ground
for contrast, even as an assignment that stresses similarities requires you to
acknowledge the differences that make the similarities meaningful.

If the assignment gives you leeway, your particular topic and thesis will determine
the relative emphasis you give to similarities and differences. In “Out-Sonneting
Shakespeare: An Examination of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s Use of the Sonnet Form”
(ch. 19), for example, student writer Melissa Makolin makes her case for the distinc-
tiveness and even radicalism of Millay’s sonnets both by contrasting them to those of
Shakespeare and by demonstrating the similarities between two sonnets by Shake-
speare, on the one hand, and by Millay, on the other. But one could easily imagine
an essay that instead demonstrated Millay’s range by emphasizing the differences
between her two sonnets, perhaps by building a thesis out of Makolin’s claim that
one poem is about “impermanent lust,” the other “eternal love.”

THE COMPARATIVE ESSAY THESIS

Like any essay, a comparative essay needs a thesis—one argumentative idea that
embraces all the things (texts, characters, etc.) being compared. If you're like most
of us, you may well be tempted to fall back on a statement along the lines of “These
things are similar but different.” Sadly, that won't cut it as a thesis. It isn’t arguable
(what two or more things aren’t both similar and different?), nor is it specific enough
to give your comparison direction and purpose: What such a thesis promises is less
a coherent argument than a series of seemingly random, only loosely related obser-
vations about similarities and differences, desperately in search of a point.

At the end of the introduction to his comparative essay, student writer Charles
Collins first articulates his main claim about each of the two short stories he will
compare and then offers one overarching thesis statement.

In “The Birth-Mark,” the main character, Aylmer, views his wife's birthmark
as a flaw in her beauty, as well as a symbol of human imperfection, and tries
to remove it. In “the Thing in the Forest,” the protagonists, Penny and
Primrose, react to the Thing both as a real thing and as a symbol. The
characters’ interpretation of these things is what creates conflict, and the
stories are both shaped by the symbolic meanings that the characters ascribe
to those things.

(You can find the entire essay at the end of ch. 5.)
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COMPARATIVE ESSAY STRUCTURES

In structuring the body of a comparative essay, you have two basic options,
though it’s also possible to combine these two approaches. Make sure to choose the
option that best suits your particular texts, topics, and thesis rather than simply
fall back on whichever structure feels most familiar or easy to you. Your structure
and your thesis should work together to create a coherent essay that illuminates
something about the works that can only be seen through comparison.

The Block Method
The first option tends to work best both for shorter essays and for essays, of any
length, in which you want to stress differences at least as much as similarities. As
its common label, “the block method,” implies, this approach entails dividing your
essay into “blocks” or sections that each lay out your entire argument about one of
the things you're comparing. Charles Collins’s essay comparing two stories, for
example, is divided roughly in half: His first three body paragraphs analyze one
story (THE BIRTH-MARK), the last four body paragraphs another story (THE THING
iN THE FOREST). To knit the two halves of the essay together into one whole, how-
ever, Collins begins the second “block” with a paragraph that discusses both sto-
ries. Such transitions are crucial to making the “block” method work.

This paragraph (par. 6) of Collins’s essay serves as a transition between the two
halves or “blocks” of his essay, the first on “The Birth-Mark,” the second on “The
Thing in the Forest.”

The symbolism in “The Birth-Mark” is fairly straightforward. The characters
openly acknowledge the power of the symbol, and the narrator of the story
clearly states what meaning Aylmer finds in it. In “The Thing in the Forest”
what the thing represents is not as clear. Penny and Primrose, the story’s main
characters, do not view the Thing as symbolic, as Aylmer does the birthmark.
Neither the narrator nor the characters directly say why the Thing is important
to Penny and Primrose or even whether the Thing they see in the forest is the
monster, the Loathly Worm, that they later read about in the book at the
mansion. . . .

In addition to strong,

method also requires that you

meaty transition paragraphs, effective use of the block

- make each block or section of your essay match the others in terms of the
issues it takes up or the questions it answers, so as to maintain clear points
of comparison. In Collins’s symbolism essay (ch. 5), for example, each
“block” answers the same questions with regard to each of the two stories
and main characters being compared: whether or not the characters in a
story see something as a symbol, what it ultimately comes to symbolize to
them or to the reader, and how the characters’ response to the symbol
shapes their behavior.

order and present the blocks so that each builds on the last: Though your
blocks should match, their order shouldn’t be random; rather, each block
should build on the one that came before, just as should paragraphs/topic
sentences in any essay. In Collins’s essay, for example, the discussion of “The
Birth-Mark” comes first because his argument is that symbolism here is
more “straightforward” or simple than it is in “The Thing in the Forest,”
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and the transition homes in on that difference. As in many essays, then,
the movement here is from the most to the least obvious and simple points.

The Point-by-Point or Side-by-Side Method

The second method of structuring a comparative essay requires you to integrate
your discussions of the things—texts or characters, for example—that you are
comparing. Each section of your essay (which might be one paragraph or two)
should begin with a topic sentence that refers to all the things youre comparing
rather than exclusively to one.

Below is a paragraph from a student essay comparing Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
FrosT AT MIDNIGHT and Matthew Arnold’s Dover BEacH using the “point-by-
point method.” Like every other body paragraph in this essay, this one discusses
both poems and their speakers.

Differently but equally disturbed by the thoughts and emotions stirred by the
natural scene before them, both speakers turn to the past, without finding
much consolation in it. In Coleridge’s poem, that past is specific and personal:
What the speaker remembers are his schooldays, a time when he was just as
bored and lonely and just as trapped inside his own head as he is now. Then,
as now, he “gazed upon the” fire and “watchled] that fluttering” ash (lines
25-26), feeling no more connection then to his “stern preceptolr]” than he
does now to his sleeping baby (37). In Arnold’s poem, the past the speaker
thinks of is more distant and historical. What he remembers are lines by
Sophocles written thousands of years ago and thousands of miles away. But
in his case, too, the past just seems to offer more of the same rather than any
sort of comfort or relief. Just as he now—standing by a “distant northern sea”
(20)—hears in the waves “[tlhe eternal note of sadness” (14), so “Sophocles
long ago"—“on the Aegean’—"|h]eard” in them “the turbid ebb and flow / Of
human misery” (15-16, 18).

Below are the thesis and outline for another point-by-point comparison essay,
this one analyzing two short stories—Franz Kafka’s A HUNGER ArTisT and Flan-
nery O’Connor’s “Everything That Rises Must Converge.” In the essay itself, each
numbered section consists of two paragraphs, the first (a) discussing O’Connor’s
protagonist, the second (b) Kafka'’s.

Thesis: “A Hunger Artist” and “Everything That Rises Must Converge” depict
changing worlds in which the refusal to adapt amounts to a death sentence.

Qutline:

1. Both Julian’s mother and the hunger artist live in rapidly changing worlds
in which they don't enjoy the status they once did.

a) Julian’s mother’s world: the civil rights movement and economic change
> loss of status

b) hunger artist’s world: declining “interest in professional fasting” > loss
of status

2. Rather than embracing such changes, both the artist and the mother
resist them.
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a) Julian’s mother: verbally expressed nostalgia, refusal to even see that
things are changing

b) the hunger artist: nostalgia expressed through behavior, does see that
things are changing

3. Both characters take pride in forms of self-sacrifice that they see as
essential to upholding “old-world” standards.

a) Julian’s mother: sacrifices for him, upholding family position and honor
b) hunger artist: sacrifices for himself, upholding traditions of his art

4. Both characters nonetheless die as a result of their unwillingness to adapt.

a) Julian's mother
b) hunger artist

5. The endings of both stories create uncertainty about how we are to judge
these characters and their attitudes.

a) Julian’s mother: Julian’s last words and the story’s create more sympathy
for the mother

b) hunger artist: his last words and description of the panther that replaces
him make him less sympathetic

28.2.2 The Essay Test

Essays you are required to write for in-class exams do not fundamentally differ
from those you write outside of class. Obviously, however, having to generate an
essay on the spot presents peculiar challenges. Below, we offer some general tips
before discussing the two basic types of in-class essay exams.

GENERAL TIPS

« Carefully review instructions.

Though instructors rarely provide actual exam questions in advance, they
usually do give you some indication of how many questions you'll have to
answer, what kind of questions they will be, and how much they will each
count. Whether you get such instructions before or during the exam, take the
time to consider them carefully before you start writing. Make sure you under-
stand exactly what is expected of you, and ask your instructor about anything
that seems the least confusing or ambiguous. You don’t want to produce a great
essay on a Shakespeare sonnet only to discover that your essay was supposed
to compare two Shakespeare sonnets. Nor do you want to spend 75 percent of
your time on the question worth 25 points and 25 percent on the question
worth 75 points.

Glean all the information you can from sample questions.

In lieu of or in addition to instructions, instructors will sometimes provide sam-
ple questions in advance of an exam. Read rightly, such questions can give you a
lot of information about what you need to be able to do on the exam. If presented
with the sample question “What are three characteristic features of short stories
by Flannery O’'Connor, and what is their combined effect?” for example, you
should come to the exam prepared not only to write an essay addressing this spe-
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cific question but also or alternatively an essay addressing either a different ques-
tion about the assigned O’Connor stories (i.e., same texts, different topic) or a
similar question about other authors that you read multiple works by (i.e., same
topic, different texts).

Anticipate questions or topics and strategize about how to use what you know.
Whether or not an instructor actually gives you sample questions, exam ques-
tions rarely, if ever, come entirely out of the blue. Instead they typically
emerge directly out of class lectures and discussions. As important, even ques-
tions that do ask you to approach a text in what seems like a new way can still
be answered effectively by drawing upon the facts and ideas discussed in
class. Keeping good notes and reviewing them as you prepare for the exam
should thus help you both to anticipate the sorts of topics you'll be asked to
address and to master the information and ideas well enough so that you can
use what you know in responding even to unanticipated questions.

Review and brainstorm with classmates.

Just as discussing a work in class can broaden and deepen your understanding of
it, so reviewing with classmates can help you see different ways of understanding
and organizing the material and the information and ideas discussed in class.
Compare notes, certainly, but also discuss and brainstorm. What sorts of ques-
tions might your classmates anticipate?

Read questions carefully and make sure you answer them.
Once you have the actual exam questions, read them carefully before you start
writing. Make sure you understand exactly what the question asks you to do,
and—again—ask your instructor to clarify anything confusing or ambiguous.
Don't ignore any part of a question, but do put your emphasis where the
question itself does. Let’s suppose your question is, “What does Dickinson
seem to mean by ‘Telling all the truth but telling it slant’> How might she do
just that in her poetry? How might Dickinson’s personal experience or histori-
cal milieu have encouraged her to approach things this way?” An essay in
answer to this question that didn't say anything at all about biographical or
historical context or speculate at all about how one or the other shaped Dickin-
son’s notion of truth telling would be less than complete. Yet the question
allows you to consider only one of these two contexts rather than both. More
important, it asks you to devote most of your essay to analyzing at least two
poems (“poetry”) rather than discussing context. A good strategy might thus
be to consider context only in your introduction and/or conclusion.

Be specific.

One key difference between good exam essays and so-so or poor ones is the
level and kind of detail they provide: One thing an exam is testing is whether
you have actually read and really know the material; another is how well you
can draw on facts to make an argument rather than simply regurgitating gen-
eral ideas expressed in class. In response to the question above, for example,
noodling on in a general way about Dickinson’s use of dashes or metaphor will
only take you so far—and not nearly far enough to score well. In answering this
question, you should mention the titles of at least two specific poems and care-
fully explain precisely how each of them tells the truth slantwise or helps us
understand what Dickinson means by slantwise truth. For example: “In the
poem that actually begins ‘Tell all the truth but tell it slant,” Dickinson suggests
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that to successfully convey the truth, you have to do it in a roundabout way. People
need to be eased into the truth; if it comes all at once, it's too much. She even com-
pares that kind of direct truth-telling to being struck by lightning.” (See below for
further discussion of specificity and how to achieve it in closed- versus open-
book exams.)

« Allow time to review and reconsider your essays.
Though you're obviously pressed for time in an exam, leave yourself at least a
few minutes to read over your essay before you have to hand it in. In addition
to correcting actual mistakes, look for places where you could use more con-
crete evidence or make tighter, clearer connections between one point or
claim and another.

CLOSED- VERSUS OPEN-BOOK EXAMS

How you prepare for exam essays and how those essays will be judged will depend,
in part, on whether your exam is “open-book” or “closed-book”—whether, in other
words, you are allowed to consult the literary texts and perhaps even your notes
about them during the exam itself.

At first glance, open-book exams seem much easier, and in some ways they are.
Having the literary text(s) in front of you ensures that you don’t have to rely
entirely on memory to conjure up factual evidence: You can double-check charac-
ters’ names, see what a poem’s rhyme scheme is, actually quote the text, and so on.
The fact that you can do all that also means, however, that you need to: Instruc-
tors rightly expect more concrete and specific evidence, including quotations, in
open-book exam essays. The bar, in short, is higher.

At the same time, there’s a danger of spending so much time during the exam
looking back through the text that you don’t have adequate time to craft your argu-
ment about it. Here, good preparation can help. If you know which texts you're likely
to be asked about on the exam, make sure that you mark them up in advance, high-
lighting especially telling passages (including those discussed in class), making
notations about rhyme scheme and meter, and so on, so that you can marshal your
evidence faster during the exam. Just make sure that you consult with your instruc-
tor in advance about what, if any, notes you are allowed to write in the book you
bring with you to the exam.

If the exam is closed-book, your instructor won't be looking for quite the same
level of detail when it comes to evidence, but that doesn’t mean you don’t need any.
To prepare for a closed-book exam, you will need to do some memorizing: Knowing
a text word-for-word is rarely required or helpful, but it is essential that you master
the basic facts about it such as genre, title, author, characters’ names; have a gen-
eral sense of its plot, structure, and form; and can recall any facts about context
that were stressed in class. In your essay, you will need to make good use of para-
phrase, summary, and description (see ch. 27).

Below are two versions of a paragraph from an essay written for a closed-book
exam. Without consulting the texts, the essayist cannot actually quote them.
What the essayist can do is paraphrase an important piece of dialogue and sum-
marize key episodes. What makes the second version better than the first is its
much greater specificity about action, timing, characters, and dialogue—who says
and does what to whom, when, and in what story.

1. O’'Connor’s stories often involve moments of extreme violence, like what
happens to the old ladies in “Everything That Rises Must Converge” and “A
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Good Man Is Hard to Find.” A character even says it would be a good thing if
we were threatened with violence all the time.

2. O'Connor's stories often end with moments of extreme violence. At the
end of “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” after Julian’'s mother's gives
a little boy a penny, his mother reacts to what she sees as condescension by
whacking Julian’s mother in the head with her purse. “A Good Man Is
Hard to Find” ends with the Misfit shooting the grandmother point-blank
after she has had to watch and listen as each of her family members is
dragged off into the woods and shot. Afterward, the Misfit even suggests
that the grandmother would have been a better person if she'd been
threatened with that kind of violence all the time.



THE WRITING PROCESS

Doing anything well requires both knowing what you're trying to achieve and hav-
ing some strategies for how to go about it. Where “The Literature Essay” chapter
(ch. 28) focuses mainly on the what, this chapter focuses more on the how. In prac-
tice, of course, the writing process will vary from writer to writer and from assign-
ment to assignment. No one can give you a recipe. What we instead do here is
present you with a menu of strategies to try out and adapt to your particular
tendencies as a writer and to the requirements of specific writing occasions and
assignments.

As you do so, keep in mind that writing needn’t be a solitary enterprise. Ulti-
mately, your essay must be your own work. That is absolutely essential; anything
else is plagiarism. But most writers—working in every genre and discipline, at
every level—get inspiration, guidance, and feedback from others throughout the
writing process, and so can you. Use class discussions to generate and test out top-
ics and theses. Ask your instructor to clarify assignments or to discuss your ideas.
Have classmates, friends, or roommates critique your drafts. In writing about lit-
erature, as in reading it, we get a much better sense of what our own ideas are and
how best to convey them by considering others’ impressions.

29.1 GETTING STARTED
29.1.1 Scrutinizing the Assignment

For student essayists, as for most professional ones, the writing process usually
begins with an assignment. Though assignments vary, all impose restrictions.
These are designed not to hinder your creativity but to direct it into productive
channels, ensuring you hone particular skills, try out different approaches, and
avoid common pitfalls.

Your first task as a writer is thus to scrutinize your assignment. Make sure that
you fully understand what you are being asked to do (and not do), and ask ques-
tions about anything unclear or puzzling.

Almost all assignments restrict the length of an essay by imposing word or page
limits. Keep those limits in mind as you consider potential topics, making sure to
choose a topic you can handle in the space allowed. In three pages, you cannot thor-
oughly analyze all the characters in August Wilson’s FENCES. But you might within
that limit say something significant about some specific aspect of a character or of
characterization—perhaps how Troy Maxson’s approach to parenting relates to the
way he was parented or how Wilson’s inclusion of the final scene, set after Troy's
death, affects our interpretation of his character.

1910
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Many assignments impose further restrictions, often indicating the texts and/or
topics your essay should explore. As a result, any assignment will shape whether and
how you tackle later steps such as “Choosing a Text” or “Identifying Topics.”
Below are several representative essay assignments, each of which imposes a
particular set of restrictions.

Choose any story in this anthology
and write an essay analyzing how and
why its protagonist changes.

This assignment dictates your topic
and main question. It also provides you
with the kernel of a thesis: In [story
title], [protagonist’s name] goes from
being a .OR
By the end of [story title], [protagonist’s
name| has learned that

Though the assignment lets you Choose
your story, it limits you to those in
which the protagonist changes or
learns a lesson of some kind.

toa

Write an essay analyzing one of the
following sonnets: “Nuns Fret Not,” “In
an Artist’'s Studio,” or “In the Park.” Be
sure to consider how the poem'’s form
contributes to its meaning.

This assignment limits your choice of
texts to three. It also requires that
your essay address the effects of the
poet’s choice to use the sonnet form.
Notice, though, that the assignment
doesn't require that this be the main
topic of your essay, but instead leaves
you free to pursue any topic related to
the poem’s meaning.

Write an essay exploring the
significance of references to eyes and
vision in A Midsummer Night's
Dream. What, through them, does the
play suggest about the power and
the limitations of human vision?

This assignment is more restrictive,
indicating both text and topic. At the
same time, it requires you to narrow the
topic and formulate a specific thesis.

Write an essay comparing at least two
poems by any one author in your
anthology.

This assignment specifies the type of
essay you must write (a comparison
essay) and limits your choice of texts.
Yet it leaves you the choice of which
author to focus on, how many and
which poems to analyze, what topic to
explore, and what relative weight to
give to similarities and differences.

Explain how and why children feature
prominently in Romantic literature by
analyzing the work of at least two
Romantic poets.

This assignment is more restrictive,
specifying the type of essay (compari-
son), the topic (depictions of children),
and the kinds of texts (Romantic
poems), while also encouraging you to
focus mainly on similarities so as to
define a single Romantic outlook on

children and childhood.

29.1.2 Choosing a Text

If your assignment allows you to choose which text to write about, try letting your
initial impressions or “gut reactions” guide you. Do that, and your first impulse may
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be to choose a text that you immediately like or “get.” Perhaps its language resem-
bles your own; it depicts speakers, characters, or situations you easily relate to; or it
explores issues you care deeply about. Following that first impulse can be a good
strategy. Writing an engaging essay requires being engaged, and we all find it easier
to engage with texts, authors, characters, and so on that we “like” immediately.

Paradoxically, however, writers often discover that they have little interesting or
new to say about such a text. Perhaps theyre too emotionally invested to analyze it
closely or to imagine alternative ways to read it, or maybe its meaning seems so
obvious that there’s no puzzle or problem to drive an argument. Often, then, it can
actually be more productive to choose a work that provokes the opposite reaction—
that initially puzzles or even frustrates or angers you, one whose characters seem
alien or whom you don’t “like,” one that investigates an issue you haven’t thought
much about, or one that articulates a theme you don’t agree with. Sometimes such
negative first reactions can have surprisingly positive results when it comes to
writing. When you have to dig deeper, you sometimes discover more. And your own
initial response might also provide you with the kernel of a good motive (see
28.1.3).

So, too, might the responses of your classmates. If you are writing about a text
you've discussed in class, in other words, you might also or instead start with your
“gut responses” to that discussion. Were you surprised by anything your classmates
claimed about the text? Or did you strongly agree or disagree with any of your
classmate’s interpretations? Especially in hindsight, was anything not said or dis-
cussed in class that you think should have been?

29.1.3 Generating Topics

When an assignment allows you to create your own topic, you are more likely to
build a lively and engaging essay from a particular insight or question that captures
your attention and makes you want to say something, solve a problem, or stake out
a position. The best essays originate in an individual response to a text and focus
on a genuine question about it. Even when an instructor assigns you a topic, your
essay’s effectiveness will largely depend on whether you have made the topic your
own, turning it into a real question to which you discover your own answer.

Often we refer to “finding” a topic, as if there are a bevy of topics “out there”
just waiting to be plucked like ripe fruit off the topic tree. In at least two ways,
that’s true. For one thing, as we read a literary work, certain topics often do jump
out and say, “Hey, look at me! I'm a topic!” A title alone may have that effect: What
“lesson” seems to be learned in “The Lesson”? Why is Keats so fixated on that darn
nightingale; what does it symbolize for him? Or what the heck is an “ode” anyway,
and how might it matter that Keats's poem is an “Ode to a Nightingale"?

For another thing, certain general topics can be adapted to fit many different
literary works. In fact, that’s just another way of saying that there are certain com-
mon types (even subgenres) of literary essays, just as there are of short stories,
plays, and poems. Here are a few especially common topics:

. the significance of a seemingly insignificant aspect or element of a work—a
word or group of related words, an image or image-cluster, a minor charac-
ter, a seemingly small incident or action, and so on. (This topic is appeal-
ing in part because it practically comes with a built-in motive: “Although a
casual reader would likely ignore X . . .")
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. the outlook or worldview of a single character or speaker (or of a group of
characters) and its consequences

- the changes a major character or speaker undergoes over the course of a
literary work (What is the change? When, how, and why does it occur?)

. the precise nature and wider significance of an internal or external con-
flict and its ultimate resolution

Especially when you're utterly befuddled about where to begin, it can be very use-
ful to keep in mind such generic topics or essay types and to use them as starting
points. But remember that they are just starting points. You always have to adapt and
narrow a generic topic such as “imagery” or “character change” in order to produce
an effective essay. In practice, then, no writer simply “finds” a topic; she makes one.

Here are some other techniques that might help you generate topics. (And gen-
erating topics, giving yourself a choice, is often a good idea.)

- Analyze your initial response.

If you've chosen a text you feel strongly about, start with those responses. Try
to describe your feelings and trace them to their source. Be as specific as pos-
sible. What moments, aspects, or elements of the text most affected you? How
and why exactly? Try to articulate the question behind your feelings. Often,
strong responses result when a work either challenges or affirms an expecta-
tion, assumption, or conviction that you bring to it. Think about whether and
how that’s true in your case. Define the specific expectation, assumption, or
conviction. How, where, and why does the text challenge it? fulfill or affirm
it?> Which of your responses and expectations are objectively valid, likely to be
shared by other readers?

Think through the elements.

Start with a list of elements and work your way through them, identifying
anything that might be especially unique, interesting, or puzzling about the
text in terms of each element. What stands out about the tone, the speaker,
the situation, and so on? Come up with a statement about each. Look for pat-
terns among your statements. Also, think about the questions your statements
imply or ignore.

Pose motive questions.
In articulating a motive in your essay’s introduction, your concern is primarily
with your readers, your goal to give them a substantive reason to find your
thesis new and interesting and your essay thus worth reading. But you can
also work your way toward a topic and even, eventually, a thesis, by consider-
ing motive-related questions. Keep in mind the basic “Although they say/l used
to think/someone might reasonably think . .., I saymow think . .."
and turn it into questions:

—What element(s) or aspect(s) of this work might a casual reader misinter-
pret? Or which might you have misinterpreted on a first reading? Or
which did your classmates seem to misinterpret?

—What potentially significant element(s) or aspect(s) of this work were
ignored entirely in class discussion? Or which might you have ignored
on a first reading? Or which might any reasonable person ignore?

—What aspect(s) or element(s) of this work have your classmates disagreed
among themselves about or maybe even taken extreme positions on? Or

statement
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which have you seen in very different ways as you've read and thought
about the work?

—What interesting paradox(es), contradiction(s), or tension(s) do you see
in the work?

29.1.4 Formulating a Question and a Thesis

Before you begin writing an essay on any topic, you need to come up with a the-
sis or hypothesis—an arguable statement about the topic. Quite often, topic and
thesis occur to you simultaneously: You might well decide to write about a topic
precisely because you've got something specific to say about it. At other times,
that’s not the case: The topic comes much more easily than the thesis. In this
event, it helps to formulate a specific question about the topic and to develop a
specific answer. That answer will be your thesis.

Again, remember that your question and thesis should focus on something spe-
cific, yet they need to be generally valid, involving more than your personal feel-
ings. One way to move from an initial, subjective response to an arguable thesis is
to freewrite, as in the example below. Don’t worry what form your writing takes or
how good it is: Just write.

[ really admire Bartleby. But why? What in the story encourages me to admire
him? Well, he sticks to his guns and insists on doing only what he “prefers” to
do. He doesn’t just follow orders. That makes him really different from all the
other characters in the story, especially the narrator. And also from a lot of
people I know, even me. He's a nonconformist. Do I think other readers should
feel the same way? Maybe, but maybe not. After all, his refusal to conform
does cause problems for everyone around him. And it doesn't do him a lot of
good either. Plus, he would be really annoying in real life. I wouldn't want to
work in the same office. And even if you admire him, you can't really care
about him because he doesn’t seem to care much about anybody else. Or
even about himself? Maybe that's the point. Through Bartleby, Melville
explores both how rare and important and how dangerous nonconformity

can be.

However you arrive at your thesis or however strongly you believe in it, you
should still think of it for now as a working hypothesis—a claim that’s provisional,
still open to rethinking and revision.

29.2 PLANNING

Once you've formulated a tentative thesis and, ideally, a motive (“Although ..., 1
think . . .”), you need to work on the “ .. because” part of the equation, which
means both (1) figuring out how to structure your argument, articulating and
ordering your claims or sub-ideas; and (2) identifying the evidence you need to
prove and develop each of those claims.

Start by looking closely at your thesis. As in almost every phase of writing, it
helps to temporarily fill your readers’ shoes: Try to see your thesis and the promises
it makes from their point of view. What will they need to be shown, and in what
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order? If a good thesis shapes readers’ expectations, it can also guide you, as a
writer.

A good thesis usually implies not only what the essay’s claims should be but also
how they should be ordered. For instance, a thesis that focuses on the development
of a character implies that the first body paragraphs will explain what that character
is initially like and that later paragraphs will explore when, how, and why that char-
acter changes.

Working wholly from the thesis and this rough sense of structure, generate an
outline, either listing each claim (to create a sentence outline) or each topic to be
covered (to create a topic outline). Though a sentence outline is far more helpful,
you may find that at this stage you can only identify topics.

Take, for example, the Bartleby thesis developed in the last section
(29.1.4)—Through Bartleby, Melville explores both how rare and important, and how
dangerous, nonconformity can be. From it, we can generate the following outline,
which begins with two clear claims/sentences and then simply describes two other
topics that will need to be covered:

1. Claim: Bartleby is a nonconformist.

2. Claim: Bartleby's nonconformity makes him very different from every other
character in the story, especially the narrator.

3. Topic: positive aspects or consequences of Bartleby's nonconformity.

4. Topic: negative aspects or consequences of Bartleby's nonconformity—how
it's dangerous.

At this stage, in other words, it’s clear that our Bartleby essay needs first to show
that and how Bartleby refuses to conform (1) and then to show that and how such
nonconformity differentiates him from other characters (2). Not only are these the
most obvious and least debatable claims, but they also lay the essential groundwork
for the rest: Questions about why or how Bartleby’s nonconformity might be nega-
tive or positive (3—4) only make sense once you establish that there is nonconfor-
mity and show what it looks like. To further refine the first half of the outline or to
draft the first half of the essay, all its hypothetical writer needs to do is review the
story and her notes about it to identify appropriate evidence. Her discoveries will
also determine whether she can fully develop each of these claims in just one para-
graph or whether she might need two.

The shape of the second half of the essay is less clear and will demand more
work. In reviewing the story and her notes, the writer would need to come up with
claims about what the positive and negative aspects or consequences of Bartleby’s
nonconformity are. Ultimately she might even need to rethink the order in which
she discusses these topics. Since whatever comes last in an essay should usually
be not only the most complicated and debatable point but also the one that gets
most emphasis as we build toward a conclusion, this writer would need to figure
out where she thinks the story puts the most emphasis—the value of nonconfor-
mity (3) or its dangers (4).

As this example demonstrates, just as your thesis can guide you to an outline, so
an outline can show you exactly what you need to figure out and what evidence you
need to look for as you move toward a draft. The more detailed your outline, the
easier drafting tends to be. But the truth is that sometimes we can only figure out
what our actual claims or ideas are by trying to write them out, which might mean
moving straight from a rough outline to a draft rather than further refining the out-
line before drafting.
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As you begin to gather evidence, however, it is important that you let the evi-
dence guide you, as well as your outline. As you look back at the text, you may well
discover facts that are relevant to the thesis but that don’t seem to relate directly to
any of the claims or topics you've articulated. In that case, you may need to insert a
new topic into the outline. Additionally, you may find (and should in fact actively
look for) facts that challenge your argument. Test and reassess your claims against
those facts and adjust them accordingly. Don’t ignore inconvenient truths.

29.3 DRAFTING

If you've put time and care into getting started and planning, you may already be
quite close to a first draft. If you've instead jumped straight into writing, you may
have to move back and forth between composing and some of the steps described
in earlier sections of this chapter.

Either way, remember that first drafts are called rough drafts for a reason.
Think of yourself as a painter “roughing out” a sketch in preparation for the
more detailed painting to come. At this stage, try not to worry about grammar,
punctuation, and mechanics. Concentrate on the argument—articulating your
ideas and proving them.

Sometimes the best way to start is simply to copy your thesis and outline into a
new document. Forget about introducing your thesis, and just go right to work on
your first body paragraph. Sometimes, however, you'll find that starting with the
introduction helps: Having to draw readers in and set up your thesis and motive
can give you a clearer sense of where you're going and why.

However you start, you will almost certainly feel frustrated at times. Stick to it.
If you become truly stuck, try explaining your point to another person or getting out
an actual piece of paper and a pen and writing for a few minutes before returning
to your computer and your draft. If all else fails, make a note about what needs to
go in the spot you can't get through. Then move on and come back to that spot once
you've written the next paragraph. Whatever it takes, stay with your draft until
you've at least got a middle, or body, that you're relatively satisfied with. Then take
a break.

Later or—better yet, tomorrow—come back, look at the draft with a fresh
eye, and take another shot, attaching a conclusion and (if necessary) an introduc-
tion, filling in any gaps, crafting smooth(er) transitions within and between
paragraphs, deleting anything that now seems irrelevant (or, better yet, copying it
into a separate “outtakes” document just in case you figure out later how to make it
relevant). Do your utmost to create a relatively satisfying whole. Now pat yourself on
the back and take another break.

29.4 REVISING

Revision is one of the most important and difficult tasks for any writer. It’s a crucial
stage in the writing process, yet one that is all too easy to ignore or mismanage. The
difference between a so-so essay and a good one, between a good essay and a great
one, often depends entirely on effective revision. Give yourself time to revise more
than once. As you do so, develop revision strategies that work for you. The invest-
ment in time and effort will pay rich dividends on this essay and on future ones.
The essential thing is not to confuse revising with editing and proofreading. We've
devoted separate sections of this chapter to each of these steps because they are



29.4.1 Assessing the Elements 1917

entirely different processes. Where editing and proofreading focus mainly on
sentence-level matters (grammar, punctuation, spelling, and so on), revision is
about the whole essay, “the big picture.” Revision entails assessing and improving
both (1) the essay’s working parts or elements and (2) your overall argument. Doing
these two things well requires not getting distracted by small grammatical errors,
spelling mistakes, and so on.

Before considering in depth what it means to assess the elements and enrich
the argument, here are a few general tips about how to approach revision:

« Think like readers. Effective revision requires you to temporarily play the
role of reader, as well as writer, of your essay. Take a step back from your
draft, doing your utmost to see it from a more objective, even skeptical
standpoint. Revision demands re-vision—looking again, seeing anew.

Get input from real readers. This is an especially good time to involve other
people in your writing process. Copy the “Assessing the Elements” checklist
below and have a friend or classmate use it to critique your draft.

Think strengths and weaknesses, not right and wrong. In critiquing your own
draft or someone else’s, it helps to think less in absolute terms (right and
wrong, good and bad) than in terms of strengths and weaknesses—specific
elements and aspects that work well and those that need some work.

Work with a hard copy. Computers are a godsend when it comes to making
revisions. But because they only allow us to look at one or two pages of an
essay at a time, they actually make it harder to see the essay as a whole and
to assess the effects of the changes they make it so easy for us to make. Dur-
ing the revision process, then, move away from the computer sometimes.
Print out hard copies so that you can see your essay as a whole and mark it
up, identifying problems that you can return to the computer to fix.

29.4.1 Assessing the Elements

The first step in revision is to make sure that all the working parts of your essay are,
indeed, working. To help with that process, run through the following checklist to
identify the strengths and weaknesses of your draft—or ask someone else to do so.
Try to answer each question with ruthless honesty.

Whenever you can't justify a check, remember that you and/or your readers
need to identify the specific problems in order to solve them—If information is
missing from the introduction, what information? If every sentence in the intro-
duction isn'’t serving a clear purpose, which sentence is the problem? And so on.

Thesis and Motive
[ | Is there one claim that effectively controls the essay?
[/ Is the claim debatable?
[ Does the claim demonstrate real thought? Does it truly illuminate the
text and topic?
[ Does the writer show us that (and why) the thesis is new and worthwhile by
suggesting an actual or potential alternative view?

Structure

BEGINNING/INTRODUCTION
[I Does the introduction provide readers all—and only—the information
they need about the author, text, context, and topic?
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[ Does the introduction imply a clear, substantive, debatable but plausible
thesis? Is it clear which claim is the thesis?

LI Does every sentence either help to articulate the thesis and motive or to
provide essential information?

MIDDLE/BODY

[ Does each paragraph clearly state one debatable claim? Does everything in
the paragraph directly relate to, and help support and develop, that claim?

[ 1 Is each of those claims clearly related to (but different from) the thesis?

LI Are the claims logically ordered?

[ Is that logic clear? Is each claim clearly linked to those that come before
and after? Are there any logical “leaps” that readers might have trouble
following?

[ I Does each claim/paragraph clearly build on the last one? Does the argu-
ment move forward, or does it seem more like a list or a tour through a
museum of interesting but unrelated observations?

| Do any key claims or logical steps in the argument seem to be missing?

ENDING/CONCLUSION
[ Does the conclusion give readers the sense that they've gotten some-
where and that the journey has been worthwhile?
| Does it indicate the implications of the argument, consider relevant evalu-
ative questions, or discuss questions that remain unanswered?

Evidence

[ | Is there ample, appropriate evidence for each claim?

[| Are the appropriateness and significance of each fact—its relevance to the
claim—perfectly clear?

| Are there any weak examples or inferences that aren’t reasonable? Are
there moments when readers might reasonably ask, “But couldn’t that
fact instead mean this?”

LI Are all the relevant facts considered? What about facts that might com-
plicate or contradict any of the claims? Are there moments when readers
might reasonably think, “But what about X?”

[ I Is each piece of evidence clearly presented? Do readers have all the
contextual information they need to understand a quotation, for example?

[ Is each piece of evidence gracefully presented? Are quotations varied by
length and presentation? Are they ever too long? Are there any unneces-
sary block quotations, or block quotations that require additional analy-
sis? (On responsible and effective quotation, see 31.1-2.)

[ | Are there any unnecessary quotations—instances when the writer should
instead simply paraphrase, summarize, or describe?

Tone

[ Does the writer establish and maintain an effective tone—do any moments
in, or aspects of, the essay make its writer seem anything other than serious,
credible, engaged, and engaging? respectful toward the text(s) and a range
of readers?

[ Does the writer correctly and consistently use literary terminology?

[ Does the writer ever assume too much or too little readerly knowledge or
interest?
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COMMON PROBLEMS AND TIPS

Though you want to pay attention to everything on this “assessing the elements”
checklist, certain types of problems are common in early drafts. Here are three:

- mismatch between thesis or argument or between introduction and body
Sometimes an early draft ends up being a way to discover what you really want
to say. As a result, you may find that the thesis of your draft—or even your entire
introduction—no longer truly fits or introduces the argument you've ended up
making. If so, you will need to rework the thesis and introduction. Then work
your way back through the essay, making sure that each claim or topic sentence
fits the new thesis.

the list or “museum tour” structure

In a draft, writers sometimes present each claim as if it were just an item on
a list (First, second, and so on) or as a stop on a tour of potentially interesting
but unrelated topics (And this is also important . . . ). But presenting your mate-
rial in this way fails to help you and your readers make logical connections
between ideas. It may also prevent your argument from developing. Sometimes
it can even be a sign that you've ceased arguing entirely, falling into mere plot
summary or description rather than articulating real ideas at all. Check to see
if number-like words or phrases appear prominently at the beginning of your
paragraphs or if your paragraphs could be put into a different order without
fundamentally changing what you're saying. Sometimes solving this problem
will require wholesale rethinking and reorganizing—a process that should
probably start with crafting a meatier, more specific thesis. But sometimes
all that’s required is adding or reworking topic sentences. Again, make sure
that there is a clearly stated, debatable claim at the beginning of each para-
graph; that each claim relates to the thesis but does not simply restate it; and
that each claim builds logically on the one before.

missing sub-ideas

When you take a step back from your draft, you may discover that you've
skipped a logical step in your argument—that the claim you make in, say, body
paragraph 3 actually depends on, or makes sense only in light of, a more basic
claim that you took for granted. In the second half of an essay about how a char-
acter changes, for example, you might suggest that there is something significant
about the character being decisive, but decisiveness only counts as change—
and thus your point about decisiveness relates to your thesis—if the first part of
your essay has demonstrated that the character is initially indecisive. Whatever
the missing idea is, you'll need to create and insert a new paragraph that articu-
lates, supports, and develops it.

29.4.2 Enriching the Argument

The first step of the revision process is all about ensuring that your essay does the
best possible job of making your argument. But revision is also an opportunity to
go further—to think about ways in which your overall argument might be made
more thorough and complex. In drafting an essay our attention is often and rightly
focused on emphatically staking out a particular position and proving its validity.
This is the fundamental task of any essay, and you certainly don't want to do any-
thing at this stage to compromise that. At the same time, you do want to make sure
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that you haven't purchased clarity at the cost of oversimplification by, for example,
ignoring facts that might undermine or complicate your claims, alternative interpre-
tations of the evidence you do present, or alternative claims or points of view.
Remember, you have a better chance of persuading readers to accept your argument
if you show them that it’s based on a thorough, open-minded exploration of the text
and topic. Don’t invent unreasonable or irrelevant complications or counterargu-
ments. Do try to assess your argument objectively and honestly, perhaps testing it
against the text one more time. Think like a skeptical reader rather than a writer:
Are there moments where such a reader might reasonably disagree with your argu-
ment? Are there places where two interpretations might be equally plausible?
Have you ignored or glossed over any questions that a reasonable reader might
expect an essay on this topic to address?

Such questions are ones you should always ask in revision. But they are espe-
cially crucial if you finish your draft only to discover that it is significantly shorter
than the assignment requires. Inexperienced writers of literature essays often run
out of things to say too quickly because they simply don’t keep asking relevant
questions (How? Why?) or make enough allowance for alternative answers.

29.5 EDITING AND PROOFREADING

Once you've gotten the overall argument in good shape, then it’s time focus on the
small but crucial stuff—words and sentences. Your prose should not only convey
your ideas to your readers but also demonstrate how much you care about your
essay. Flawless prose can't disguise or make up for a vapid or illogical argument.
But faulty, flabby, boring prose can destroy a potentially persuasive and thoughtful
one. Don't sabotage all your hard work by failing to correct misspelled words, gram-
matical problems, misquotations, incorrect citations, and typographical errors.
Little oversights make all the difference when it comes to clarity and credibility.
Readers care more about careful work. Especially when you are writing about lit-
erature, the art of language, your language matters.

When it comes to words and sentences, each writer has particular strengths and
weaknesses. Likewise every writer tends to be overly fond of certain phrases and
sentence structures, which become monotonous and ineffective if overused. With
practice, you will learn to watch out for the kinds of mistakes and repetitions to
which you are most prone. Then you can develop your own personalized editing
checklist. But below is one to start with.

Sentences
LI Does each one read clearly and crisply?
LI Are they varied in length, structure, and syntax?
[ 1 Is the phrasing direct rather than roundabout?
[ ] Are tenses appropriate and consistent?

Tips
. Try using the Find function to search for every preposition (especially of
and in) and every to be verb. Since these can lead to confusing or roundabout
phrasing, weed out as many as you can.
« Try reading your paper aloud or having a friend read it aloud to you. Mark
places where you or your friend stumble, and listen for sentences that are
hard to get through or understand.
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Words
L' Have you used any words whose meaning you're not sure of?
[ Is terminology correct and consistent?
[ Is a “fancy” word or phrase ever used where a simpler one might do?
[ Are there unnecessary words or phrases?
[1 Do metaphors and other figures of speech make literal sense?
[ Are verbs active and precise?
[ | Are pronoun references always clear and correct?
[ Do subjects and verbs always agree?

Punctuation and Mechanics

1921

[ 1 Are all words spelled correctly? (Double-check your auto-correct and spell-

check: these can create new errors in the process of correcting others.)

[ 1 Are all titles formatted correctly? (See the section following this

checklist.)

[ | Is every quotation accurate and punctuated correctly (See ch. 31.)?

Citation and Documentation (See ch. 31.)

[ Is the source of each quotation, as well as any fact or idea drawn from

sources, clearly indicated through parenthetical citation?

[ Do parenthetical citations correctly coordinate with the list of works cited?
[1 Are both all parenthetical citations and all entries in the list of works

cited formatted correctly?

Titles

Formatting titles correctly in both the body of your essay and your list of works
cited is essential to your clarity, as well as to your self-presentation as a knowl-
edgeable and careful writer: Bartleby the Scrivener is a character; “Bartleby, the
Scrivener” is a short story. “Interpreter of Maladies” is also a short story, but Inter-
preter of Maladies is a book. To make sure you get this right, here is a quick review:

. ltalicize the titles of all books and other “stand-alone” works, including
—novels and novellas (To Kill a Mockingbird, Heart of Darkness)

—collections and anthologies of short stories, essays, or poems (Interpreter

of Maladies, The Norton Introduction to Literature)

—Tlong poems that could be or have been published as books (The Odyssey,

Paradise Lost, Goblin Market)
—plays (Hamlet, A Raisin in the Sun)

—periodicals, including newspapers, magazines, and scholarly journals

(USA Today, People, College English)
—Web sites, blogs, and databases (Google Books, Gawker, JSTOR)

—movies and television programs or series (The Fault in Our Stars, Orange

Is the New Black)

. Put quotation marks around the titles of works that are part of such “stand-

alone” works, including
—short stories (“Interpreter of Maladies,” “A Rose for Emily”)
—poems (“Daddy,” “Ode to a Nightingale”)

—essays and articles in periodicals (“A Narrator’s Blindness in Raymond
Carver’s ‘Cathedral’”; “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision”

“Chicago Fiddles While Trumbull Park Burns”)
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—parts of Web sites (e.g., Web pages, blog posts)
—episodes of a television series

29.6 FINISHING UP
29.6.1 Crafting a Title

Your essay isn't truly complete until you give it a title. A good title both informs
and interests. Inform readers by telling them both the work(s) you will analyze (“The
Road Not Taken” or “two poems by Robert Frost”) and something about your topic
(“Symbolism,” “Nonconformity”). To interest them, try using one of the following:

. an especially vivid and relevant word or a short phrase from the literary work
(““They Have Eaten Me Alive: Motherhood in ‘In the Park’ and ‘Daystar’”)

. a bit of wordplay (“Wordsworth and the Art of Artlessness”)

. a bit of both (“‘Untrodden Ways” Wordsworth and the Art of Artlessness”).

Do not put your own title in quotation marks, but do correctly format any titles
that appear in your title.

29.6.2 Formatting Your Essay

Unless your instructor provides specific instructions on how to format your
essay, follow these guidelines, adapted from The MLA Style Center: Writing
Resources from the Modern Language Association (style.mla.org/formatting-papers)
and demonstrated in the sample research essay in chapter 32.

. Choose a readable 11- or 12-point font; set your page margins at 1 inch;
and double-space throughout. Do not add extra lines between paragraphs
or before or after block quotations. Indent the first line of each paragraph
Y5 inch. An entire block quotation should be indented ¥ inch. (For more on
formatting quotations, see 31.1.)

Do not include a title page. Instead, in the top left corner of the first page,
type your name, your instructor’s name, the course number, and the date,
each on a separate line. Then center your title on the next line. (Do not
put your own title in quotation marks.)

Number every page consecutively, and put your last name and the page
number in the upper right corner % inch below the top of the page and
aligned with the right margin. (Do not put any punctuation between your
name and the page number.)

Begin your list of works cited on a new page, after the last page of your essay.
Center the words Works Cited at the top of the page. (Do not put quotation
marks around or italicize these words.) Indent the second and subsequent
lines of each works cited entry ¥ inch. (For more on formatting the list of
works cited, see 31.3.2.)



THE LITERATURE RESEARCH ESSAY

Whenever we read, discuss, and write about literature, our primary concern is
always the text. But literature speaks to and about the real world even when it
depicts an entirely unreal one. Both texts and our readings of them are inevitably
shaped by, and intervene in, particular contexts. Literary research is simply a way
to learn more about those contexts. In a literature research essay we bring what
we learn to bear to illuminate the work in a new way.

On the one hand, writing a research essay may at first seem like a daunting task.
Research adds a few more steps to the writing process, so you will need to give
yourself more time. And those steps require you to draw on and develop skills
somewhat different from those involved in crafting essays that focus exclusively on
the literary text. Were this not the case, no one would ask you to write a research
essay.

On the other hand, however, a literature research essay is still a literature
essay. Its core elements are the same, as is its basic purpose—to articulate and
develop a debatable, interpretive claim about at least one literary work. As a
result, this kind of essay requires many of the same skills and strategies you've
already begun to develop. And though you will need to add a few new steps, the
process of writing a literature research essay still involves getting started, plan-
ning, drafting, revising, editing, and finishing up—exactly the same dance whose
rhythms you've already begun to master.

The only distinctive thing about a research essay is that it requires you to draw
on sources in addition to the literary text itself. Though that adds to your burden
in some ways, it can actually lighten it in others. Think of such sources not as
another ball you have to juggle but as another tool you get to add to your tool belt:
You're still being asked to build a cabinet, but now you get to use a hammer and an
electric drill. This chapter will help you make the best use of these powerful tools.

One thing to keep in mind from the beginning is that this anthology includes
excerpts from numerous scholarly articles about literature—each one is a pub-
lished literature research essay. Some of these excerpts may be appropriate sources
for your essay. But even if they aren't, they can still be very helpful to you as
examples of how professional literary critics go about doing precisely the same
things you need to do in your research essay. What do their theses look like? their
motives? What kinds of sources do they use, and how do they go about using them?
How do they nonetheless manage to stay focused on their arguments about the liter-
ary text? In this chapter, we'll draw on examples from these and other published
essays to show you what we mean.
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30.1 TYPES OF ESSAYS AND SOURCES

The three most common types of literature research essay are those suggested
by the “Contexts” chapters in this anthology. But though we treat these types sepa-
rately here for clarity’s sake, many literature research essays are in fact hybrids of
one sort or another. An essay on Emily Dickinson by student writer Richard Gibson
is a case in point: It analyzes three poems by Emily Dickinson by drawing on literary
criticism, biographical materials, and studies of Dickinson’s historical and cultural
context. Should your assignment allow, your essay, too, could combine two or more
of these approaches. Either way, it’s useful to remember that your secondary sources
probably will.

30.1.1 Critical Contexts

Whenever we write a literature essay, we engage in conversation with other read-
ers about the meaning and significance of a literary work. Effective argumenta-
tion always depends on anticipating how other readers are likely to respond to, and
interpret, that work. As the “Critical Contexts” chapters in this anthology demon-
strate, almost all texts and authors are also the subject of actual public conver-
sations, often extending over many years and involving all the numerous scholarly
r