Introduction
Writing about Literature

Some students really enjoy reading imaginative literature and writing
papers about it, while others find the task intimidating, frustrating, or
just plain dull. Tf you're in the first group, you're lucky; your literature
class will be fun and interesting for you, and—not incidentally—you'll
probably do good work in the course. If you've never been fond of read-
ing and writing about literature, though, you might spend a little time
thinking about why some of your classmates enjoy this sort of work as
well as what you might do to increase your own enjoyment of literature
and investment in the writing process. You'll be happier and write better
papers if you can put aside any previous negative experiences with liter-
ature and writing you may have had and approach your task with a pos-
itive mindset.

So let’s take a moment to reflect on why we read and write about liter-
ature. Of course, there is no single or simple answer. People read to be
informed, to be entertained, to be exposed to new ideas, or to have famil-
iar concepts reinforced. Often, people read just to enjoy a good story or
to get a glimpse of how other people think and feel. But literature does
much more than give us a compelling plot or a look into an author’s
thoughts and emotions —although at its best it does these things as well.
Literature explores the larger world and the ways in which people inter-
act with that world and with one another. So even when what we read is
entirely fictional, we nevertheless learn about real life. And, indeed, by
affecting our thoughts and feelings, literature can indirectly affect our
actions as well. Thus literature not only reflects but even helps to shape
our world.

Writing about literature also has real-world usefulness. By forcing us
to organize our thoughts and state clearly what we think, writing an
essay helps us to clarify what we know and believe. 1t gives us a chance
to affect the thinking of our readers. Even more important, we actually
learn as we write. In the process of writing, we often make new discover-
ies and forge new connections between ideas. We find and work through
contradictions in our thinking, and we create whole new lines of thought
as we work to make linear sense out of an often chaotic jumble of
impressions. So, while reading literature can teach us much about the
world, writing about literature often teaches us about ourselves.
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CHAPTER 1

The Role of Good Reading

Writing about literature begins, of course, with reading, so it stands to
reason that good reading is the first step toward successful writing. But
what exactly is “good reading”? Good reading is, generally speaking, not
fast reading. In fact, often the best advice a student can receive m_voﬁ.,.
reading is to slow down. Reading well is all about paying attention, and
you can't pay attention if you're racing to get through an assignment and
move on to “more important” things. If you make a point of giving your-
self plenty of time and minimizing your distractions, you'll get more out
of your reading and probably enjoy it more as well.

THE VALUE OF REREADING

An important thing to remember is that the best reading is often reread-
ing. The best readers are those who are willing to go back and reread a
piece of literature again and again. It is not uncommon for professional =
literary critics—who are, after all, some of the most skilled readers—to
read a particular poem, story, or play literally dozens of times before they
feel equipped to write about it. And well-written literature rewards this
willingness to reread, allowing readers to continue seeing new things _
with each reading. Realistically, of course, you will not have the time 10
read every assigned piece many times before discussing it in class or =
preparing to write about it, but you should not give up or feel ?:mqmﬁmﬂ.mm.
you fail to “get” a piece of literature on the first reading. Be prepared to
go back and reread key sections, or even a whole work, if doing s0 could
help with your understanding.

CRITICAL READING

What we are trying to encourage is what is sometimes called “active
reading” or “critical reading,” though critical here implies not fault-
finding but rather thoughtful consideration. Much of the reading We
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do in everyday life is passive and noncritical. We glance at street signs to
see where we are; we check the sports section to find out how our
favorite team is doing in the standings; we read packages for infor-
mation about the products we use. And in general, we take in all this
information passively, without questioning it or looking for deeper
meaning. For many kinds of reading, this is perfectly appropriate.
It would hardly make sense to ask, “Why is this Pine Street?” or “What
do they mean when they say there are 12 ounces of soda in this can?”
There is, however, another type of reading, one that involves asking
critical questions and probing more deeply into the meaning of what we
read, and this is the kind of reading most appropriate to imaginative
literature (especially if we intend to discuss or write about that litera-
ture later).

THE MYTH OF “HIDDEN MEANING”

There is a persistent myth in literature classes that the purpose of read-
ing is to scour a text for “hidden meaning.” Do not be taken in by this
myth. In fact, many instructors dislike the phrase hidden meaning,
which has unpleasant and inaccurate connotations. First, it suggests a
sort of willful subterfuge on the part of the author, a deliberate attempt
to make his or her work difficult to understand or to exclude the reader.
Second, it makes the process of reading sound like digging for buried
treasure rather than a systematic intellectual process. F inally, the phrase
implies that there is a single, true meaning to a text and that communi-
cation and understanding move in one direction only: from the crafty
author to the searching reader.

In truth, the meanings in literary texts are not hidden, and your job as
a reader is not to root around for them. Rather, if a text is not imme-
diately accessible to you, it is because you need to read more actively,
and meaning will then emerge in a collaborative effort as you work with
the text to create a consistent interpretation. Obviously, this requires
effort. If you find this sort of reading hard, take that as a good sign. It
means you're paying the sort of attention that a well-crafted poem, story,
or play requires of a reader. You also should not assume that English
teachers have a key that allows them to unlock the one secret truth of a
text. If, as is often the case, your instructor sees more or different mean-
ings in a piece of literature than you do, this is because he or she is
trained to read actively and has probably spent much more time than
you have with literature in general and more time with the particular
text assigned to you.

e
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ACTIVE READING

Annotating

If the first suggestions for active reading are to slow down and to know
that a second (or even a third) reading is in order, the next suggestion
is to read with a pen or pencil in hand in order to annotate your text and
take notes. If you look inside a literature textbook belonging to %o:_ﬂu

instructor or to an advanced literature student, chances are you'll
see something of a mess—words and passages circled or underlined,
comments and questions scrawled in the margins (technically called
marginalia) or even between the lines (called interlinear notes), and
unexplained punctuation marks or other symbols decorating the pages,
You should not interpret this as disrespect for the text or author or as a
sign of a disordered mind. Tndeed, it is quite the opposite of both these
things. It is simply textual annotation, and it means that someone has
been engaged in active reading. (The poet and critic Samuel Taylor
Coleridge was famous for annotating not only his own books but those
he borrowed from friends—a habit unlikely to secure a friendship—

and his marginalia actually make up one entire volume of his collected

works.)

If you are not accustomed to textual annotation, it may be hard to
know where to begin. There is no single, widely used system of annota-
tion, and you will almost certainly begin to develop your own techniques
as you practice active reading. Here, however, are a few tips to get you
started:

¢ Underline, circle, or otherwise highlight passages that strike
you as particularly important. These may be anything from single
words to whole paragraphs—but stick to those points in the text
that really stand out, the briefer and more specific, the better. Don't
worry that you need to find rie most crucial parts of a poem, play, or
story. Everyone sees things a little differently, so just note what
makes an impression on you.

* Make notes in the margins as to why certain points strike you.
Don't just underline; jot down at least a word or two in the margin
to remind yourself what you were thinking when you chose to high-
light a particular point. It may seem obvious to you at the moment,
but when you return to the text in two weeks to write your paper,
you may not remember.

» Ask questions of the text. Perhaps the most important aspect of
active reading is the practice of asking critical questions of a text.
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Nobody—not even the most experienced literary critic—under-
stands everything about a literary text immediately, and noting
where you are confused or doubtful is an important first step
toward resolving any confusion. We discuss types of questions a
little later in this chapter, but for now just remember that any point
of confusion is fair game, from character motivation (“Why would
she do that?”), to cultural or historical references (“Where is
Xanadu?”), to the definitions of individual words (“Meaning?”).
Most likely, you will eventually want to propose some possible
answers, but on a first reading of the text, it's‘enough to note that
you have questions.

« Talk back to the text. Occasionally, something in a literary text
may strike you as suspicious, offensive, or just plain wrong. Just
because a story, poem, or play appears in a textbook does not make
its author above criticism. Try to keep an open mind and realize
that there may be an explanation that would satisfy your criticism,
but if you think an author has made a misstep, don’t be afraid to
make note of your opinion.

¢ Look for unusual features of language. In creating a mood and
making a point, literary works rely much more heavily than do
purely informational texts on features of language such as style and
imagery. As a reader of literature, then, you need to heighten your
awareness of style. Look for patterns of images, repeated words or
phrases, and any other unusual stylistic features—right down to
idiosyncratic grammar or punctuation—and make note of them in
your marginalia.

Develop your own system of shorthand. Annotating a text, while

it obviously takes time, shouldn't become a burden or slow your

reading too much, so keep your notes and questions short and to
the point. Sometimes all you need is an exclamation point to indi-

cate an important passage. An underlined term combined with a

question mark in the margin can remind you that you didn't imme-

diately understand what a word meant. Be creative, but try also to
be consistent, so you'll know later what you meant by a particular
symbol or comment.

A student decided to write her paper on Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s
“Kubla Khan.” Here are some of the annotations that she made as she
read the poem:




CHAPTER 2

The Writing Process

CHOOSING A TOPIC

Obviously, your choice of a topic for your paper is of key importance,
since everything else follows from that first decision. Your instructor
may assign a specific topic or the choice may be left to you. The most
important piece of advice we can give for choosing a topic is to write
about something that genuinely interests you. If your instructor gives
your class a choice, chances are he or she really wants to see a variety
of topics and approaches and expects you to find a topic that works for
you. You'll write a better paper if your topic is something of genuine
interest to you. A bored or uncertain writer usually writes a boring or
unconvincing paper. On the other hand, if you care about your topic,
your enthusiasm will show in the writing, and the paper will be far more
successful.

Even if your instructor assigns a fairly specific topic, you still need to
spend a little time thinking about and working with it. You want your
paper to stand out from the rest, and you should do whatever you can to
make the assignment your own. When you receive an assignment, give
some thought as to how it might relate to your own interests and how
you might call upon your background and knowledge to approach the
topic in fresh and interesting ways.

Finally, if you've put in some thought and effort but still don’t know
what to write about, remember that you do not need to go it alone. Seek
out guidance and help. Talk with other students in your class and see
what they have decided to write about; though of course you don't want
simply to copy somcone else’s topic, hearing what others think can often
spark a fresh idea. And don't forget your instructor. Most teachers are
more than happy to spend a little time helping you come up with a topic
and approach that will help you write a good paper.
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DEVELOPING AN ARGUMENT

With the possible exception of a summary (a brief recap of a text’s most
important points), all writing about literature is to some degree a form
of argument. Before proceeding, though, let’s dispel some of the negative
connotations of the word argument. In everyday usage, this term can
connote a heated verbal fight, and it suggests two (or more) people grow-
ing angry and, often, becoming less articulate and more abusive as time
passes. It suggests combat and implies that the other party in the process
is an opponent. In this sort of argument, there are winners and losers.

Clearly this is not what we have in mind when we say you will be
writing argumentatively about literature. Used in a different, more tradi-
tional sense, argument refers to a writer’s or speaker’s attempt 1o estab-
lish the validity of a given position. In other words, when you write a
paper you work to convince your reader that what you are saying is valid
and persuasive. The reader is not the enemy, not someone whose ideas
are to be crushed and refuted, but rather a person whose thoughts and
feelings you have a chance to affect. You are not arguing against your
reader; rather, you are using your argumentative abilities to help your
reader see the logic and value of your position.

The Thesis

To begin writing a literary argument, then, you must take a position and
have a point to make. This principal point will be the thesis of your
paper. It is important to distinguish between a topic and a thesis: Your
topic is the issue or area upon which you will focus your attention, and
your thesis is a statement about this topic.

Here is an example of a topic for Ben Jonson’s “On My First Son
a student journal:

"”

from

Topic:
I am interested in the exploration of sin in Jonson’s “On My First Son.”

Here is an example of a thesis statement for Jonson’s poem:

Thesis:
In “On My First Son,” the speaker seems to use the death of his young
son as a way to explore his own sin. However, the poet is just as
interested in demonstrating his poetic mastery by drawing from an
ancient Roman epigram as his model.
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———

It might help to phrase your thesis as a complete sentence in which
the topic is the subject, followed by a verb that makes a firm statemeng
or claim regarding your topic. This is your thesis statement, and mm
will probably appear toward the beginning of your paper. The foremost
purpose of a paper, then, is to explain, defend, and ultimately prove the
truth of its thesis. ;

Keep the following guidelines in mind as you think about a tentative
thesis for your paper.

* Your thesis should be both clear and specific. The purpose of a
thesis is to serve as a guide to both the reader and the writer, so it
needs to be understandable and to point clearly to the specific
aspects of the literature that you will discuss. This does not mean it
will stand alone or need no further development or explanation—
after all that's what the rest of the paper is for. But a reader who is
familiar with the story, poem, or play you are writing about (and it
is fair to assume a basic familiarity) should have a good sense of
what your thesis means and how it relates to the literature.

* Your thesis should be relevant. The claim you make should not
only interest you as a writer but also give your reader a reason to
keep reading by sparking his or her interest and desire to know
more. Not every paper is going to change lives or minds, of course,
but you should at least state your thesis in such a way that your
reader won't have the most dreaded of responses: “Who cares?”

* Your thesis should be debatable. Since the purpose of an argu-
mentative paper is to convince a reader that your thesis is correct
(or at least that it has merit), it cannot simply be an irrefutable fact.
A good thesis will be something that a reasonable person, having
read the literature, might disagree with or might not have consid-
ered at all. Tt should give you something to prove.

* Your thesis should be original. Again, originality does not imply
that every thesis you write must be a brilliant gem that nobody but
you could have discovered. But it should be something you have
thought about independently, it should avoid clichés, contain some-
thing of you, and do more than parrot back something said in your
class or written in your textbook.

* You should be able to state your thesis as a complete sentence.
This sentence, generally referred to as the thesis statement, should
first identify your topic and then make a claim about it. (Occasion-
ally, especially for longer papers with more complex ideas behind
them, you will need more than one sentence to state your thesis
clearly. Even in these cases, though, the complete thesis must both
identify the topic and make a claim about it.)

- -
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» Your thesis should be appropriate to the assignment. This may
seem obvious, but as we work with literature, taking notes, asking
questions, and beginning to think about topics and theses, it is
possible to lose sight of the assignment as it was presented. After
you have come up with a tentative thesis, it’s a good idea to go back
and review the assignment as your instructor gave it, making sure
your paper will fulfill its requirements.

You will note that in this discussion the phrase tentative thesis has
come up a number of times. The word tentative is important. As you
start to gather support and to write your paper, your thesis will help you
focus clearly on your task and sort out which of your ideas, observa-
tions, and questions are relevant to the project at hand. But you should
keep an open mind as well, realizing that your thesis is likely to evolve as
you write. You are likely to change the focus in subtle or not so subtle
ways, and it's even possible that you will change your mind completely
as you write and therefore need to create a new thesis from scratch. If
this happens, don't regard it as a failure. On the contrary, it means you
have succeeded in learning something genuine from the experience of
writing, and that is what a literature class is all about.

GATHERING SUPPORT FOR YOUR THESIS

Once you have crafted a tentative thesis, it is time to think about the evi-
dence or support you will need to convince your reader of the claim’s
validity. But what exactly counts as support? What can you include in
your paper as evidence that your thesis is true? Essentially, all support
comes from one of three sources:

s The text itself is the most obvious source of support. It is not
enough to say that a certain piece of literature says or means a cer-
tain thing. You will need to show this by summarizing, paraphras-
ing, or quoting the literature itself.

e Other people’s ideas are a good source of support. Chances are
you will find a Iot of useful material for your paper if you pay atten-
tion to easily available sources of ideas from other readers. These
include the notes and biographical information in your textbooks,
research conducted online or in the library, lectures and discussions
in class, and even informal conversations about the literature with
your friends and classmates.

¢ Your own thoughts are your most important source of sup-
port. Remember that although you may want to integrate ideas and
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information from a variety of sources, vour paper is yours and as.
such should reflect your thinking. The most #_%w_un:u.m.,v_o source of
material for your paper is your own mind; your own thoughts Ea. .
Eo._.mm should always carry the heaviest weight in any paper vou
write. 1

Organizing Your Paper

Once you've determined what evidence to use, it is time to begin sorting
and organizing it. The organizing principle for any paper is the sequence
of paragraphs, so at this stage you should be :.;:E:m at the level of
ﬁmﬂmmu,mﬁr content. Remember that each paragraph should contain one
main idea and sufficient evidence and explanation to support that idea
(eﬂrm:‘ added together, these paragraph-level ideas lead a reader to <OEU
paper’s ultimale point— your thesis. So the first stage of c_,mwiu,_.bw the
content of your essay is to cluster together similar ideas in order to begin
shaping the substance of individual paragraphs. The second stage is to
determine the order in which these paragraphs will appear.

As you write and revise your paper, you may have different ideas about
how to structure it. You may want to put the topic sentence somewhere
other than at the beginning of a paragraph, or perhaps the topic is so
clear that no specific topic sentence is even needed. You may devise a
more interesting way to structure your introduction or conclusion.
(Some additional, more specific thoughts for those tricky introductory
and concluding paragraphs follow.) Unless your instructor has specified
the 3...:.. in which your paper is to be organized, you should feel free to
experiment a bit. You may end up using some parts of the structure
n_mmn_..:uca above while rejecting others. Look, for instance, at this intro-
duction to a research paper on Emily Dickinson:

With a keen eye for detail and a steadfast “resilience not to be overcome
by mysteries that eluded religion, science, and the law” (Eberwein 42),
Emily Dickinson’s poetry records the abstractions of human life so
matter-of-factly that her readers often take her technical skill for
granted. Take, for example, the six-stanza poem “Because I could not
stop for Death” —a detached, but never completely dispassionate,
recollection of a human’s journey to its final conclusion. The verse is
crafted so succinctly and with such precision that its complex and vivid
images are made even more extraordinary and meaningful, We might
expect literature on the theme of death to invoke religious imagery,
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stillness, and a sense of dread or foreboding, but none of this is the
case. Instead, the poem challenges the preconceptions Dickinson’s
contemporaries had about death, and in doing so it makes us challenge

ours as well.

In this introduction, this student sets up a common idea about Dick-
inson’s poetry (that it's written in a matter-of-fact style) and suggests
that Dickinson’s compression actually reveals literary complexity, and a
challenge to contemporary attitudes about death. Notice, too, that the
student engages with literary criticism to set up his claims about Dickin-
son’s work. He begins not with a sweeping generalization or a philosoph-
ical statement but rather with a specific observation and a quotation
about Emily Dickinson’s beliefs and styles. He does, however, conclude
the opening paragraph with a thesis statement suggesting to readers the
content, scope, and argument of his paper.

For most writers, creating some version of an outline is the best way
to approach the task of organizing evidence into a logical sequence for a
paper. In the past you may have been asked to write a formal outline,
complete with Roman numerals and capital letters. If this technique has
been helpful in organizing your thoughts, by all means continue to use
it. For many writers, however, an informal outline works just as well and
is less cumbersome. To construct an informal outline, simply jot down a
heading that summarizes the topic of each paragraph you intend to
write. Then cluster your gathered evidence—quotations or paraphrases
from the literature, ideas for analysis, and so on—into groups under the
headings.

The following is an example of an informal outline for a paper on
Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116. In this outline, the student focuses on the
positive and negative language in the poem and how it results in a more
interesting definition of love than he had seen in other love poems.

Introduction
Two kinds of typical love poems: happy and sad
Sonnet 116 is more complex and interesting
Tentative thesis: By including both negative and positive
images and language, this sonnet gives a complex and
realistic definition of love.

Vivid images in poem
Positive/expected: “star,” “ever-fixéd mark,” “rosy lips and cheeks”
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boat), “tempests”

Negative language

"o "wou

words/phrases: “Let me not,” “Love is not,” “never, nor,” “no,”

"o

error”

abstractions: “alteration,” “impediments,

Conclusion
Love never changes
Shakespeare’s definition still works some 400 years later

This is not, obviously, a formal outline. [t does, however, group similar

items and ideas together, and it gives the writer a basic structure 1o fol-
low as he continues with the composing process. ]

DRAFTING, REVISING, AND EDITING

You have a topic. You have a tentative thesis. You have gathered evi-
dence. You have an outline or tentative structure in mind for this evi-
dence. It is time to begin writing your first draft. Every writer has his or
her own slightly different process for getting the words down on paper.
Some begin at the beginning of the paper, or with the first body para-
graph, and work straight through to the end in a clear, organized fash-
ion. Others write bits and pieces of the paper out of order and allow the
overall structure to emerge at a later time.

Some writers claim that they work betler at the last minute and focus

better under the pressure of a looming deadline. This, however, is almost
always a justification for sloppy work habits, and procrastination rarely
if ever really results in a superior paper. When habitual procrastinators
change their working methods and give themselves more time on a proj-
ect, they are frequently surprised to discover that the process is more
enjoyable and the final product of their efforts better than what they
have produced in the past. Start early and work steadily—it will prove
more than worth it.

The process of writing breaks down roughly into prewriting, drafting,
revising, and finally, editing and proofreading. Prewriting includes every-
thing that you need to do before you draft your essay, including brain-
storming, choosing a topic, developing a tentative thesis, and considering
possible support.
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e Brainstorming. You can brainstorm —alone or with classmates—
to explore the many possible threads that you could follow in your
writing. Don’t censor yourself during this process. Allow yourself to
write down everything that interests, puzzles, or delights you.

« Choosing a topic. Once you're done with your brainstorming, it'’s
time to choose one topic out of the many that you've explored. Is
there a recurring theme that interests you? A juxtaposition that pro-
vides a rich complexity? A cultural contexi that bears on your
understanding of the text?

+ Developing a tentative thesis. In this prewriting stage, keep your
thesis flexible. When you're done with your first draft, you can
always go back to change your thesis so that it better matches what
you've discovered in the writing process.

« Considering possible support. At this stage, use every resource
available to you to find support for your thesis. What lines in the
poem, short story, or play reinforce your claims? Have you looked
up words in the dictionary? Have you checked difficult concepts ina
respectable encyclopedia or other reference? Have you asked your
teacher for further reading suggestions? Have you read articles or
book chapters that are appropriate to your topic, and are you for-
mulating your responses to them?

Drafting

Try to write your first draft fairly quickly. You don't need to get every sen-
tence just right—that’s what the revision phase of writing is for. What
you want now is just to get as much good raw material as possible into
the mix and see what works. Don’t worry too much yet about style, tran-
sitions, grammar, and so forth. In fact, you don't even need to start at the
beginning or work right through to the end. If you get stuck on one part,
move on., You can always come back and fill in the gaps later. Introduc-
tions can be especially tricky, particularly since you haven't yet finished
the essay and don’t really know what it is you're introducing. Some writ-
ers find it easier to just start with the body of the essay, or to write a
short, sloppy introduction as a placeholder. You can go back and work
on the real introduction when the draft is complete.

Revising

Once you have a complete, or near complete, draft, it’s time to begin
thinking about revision. Try to avoid the common pitfall of thinking
of revision as locating and fixing mistakes. Revision is far more than
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this. Looking at the parts of the word; you can see that re-vision me;
seeing again, and indeed the revision stage of the writing process
your chance to see your draft anew and make real and substanti
improvements to every facet of it, from its organization to its tone
your word choices. Most successful writers will tell you that it is in 8
revision stage that the real work gets done, where the writing takes
shape and begins to emerge in its final form. Don't skimp on this part of
the process or try to race through it. 8

It is a good idea not to start a major revision the minute a draft is com-
plete. Take a break. Exercise, have a meal, do something completely dif-
ferent to clear your mind. If possible, put the draft aside for at least a day-
so that when you return to it you'll have a fresh perspective and can
begin truly re-seeing it. Print out your draft. Attempting serious revision |
on-screen is generally a bad idea— we see differently, and we usually see
more, when we read off a printed page. Read with a pen in your hand
and annotate your text just the way you would a piece of literature, look-
ing for the strengths and weaknesses of your argument. We suggest a
three-phase process, consisting of global, or large-scale, revisions; local,
or small-scale, revisions: and a final editing and proofreading. 1f you
haven't done so belore, revising your paper three times may seem like a™
lot of work, but bear in mind that most professional writers revise their -
work many more times than that, and revision is the real key to writing
the best paper you can. :

Global Revision

On a first pass at revision—the large-scale, global part of the process—

don't worry too much about details like word choice, punctuation, and
so forth. Too many students focus so much on these issues that they
miss the big picture. The details are important, but you will deal Sim.
them in depth later. You wouldn’t want to spend your time getting EP.
wording of a sentence just right only to decide later that the ﬁmnm@w&
it is in weakens your argument and needs to be deleted. So at first, _oowm
at the overall picture— the argument, organization, and tone of the's
paper as a whole. While there’s nothing wrong with making a few mam.mw..
improvements as you read, nothing smaller than a paragraph mrom._m_u
concern you at this point. Here are some possibilities for how you might
revise your paper globally.
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TIPS FOR DRAFTING, REVISING, AND EDITING

Further develop your focus and thesis.

[1 Can your reader immediately identify what the topic of the
essay will be—that is, which text(s) you will analyze, and
which angle of the text (for example, the use of one word or
phrase in one or two poems)?

[1 Have you narrowed the scope of the thesis for your reader?
How could it be further narrowed? Remember, it’s not enough
{o say “Women are portrayed differently in X and Y.” What do
you mean by “differently”? Get as specific as possible.

] Does your thesis clearly identify a claim that is contestable but

valid?

Has your thinking about the issues evolved as you have

written? If so, how will you change the thesis statement?

Have you answered the larger “So what?” question? This is the

question that the thesis should attempt to answer. Of course,

the thesis is not entirely responsible for this; however, this is
the place to get your reader thinking about why this argument
is important.

n

Reorganize your paper, if necessary.

[ Does the order of the ideas and paragraphs make immediate
sense to you, or does some alternate structure suggest itself?

Expand your paper with new paragraphs or with new

evidence within existing paragraphs.

[ What textual evidence have you used? Is it sufficiently
provocative and persuasive? Or does it veer off into another
direction?

[] Have you successfully integrated quotations into your own
writing, while at the same time acknowledging your source?
A quotation that is unintroduced or uncontextualized, left
disconnected from your sentences, is a good sign that you
haven't thought enough about how this textual evidence
supports your larger point— how it fits into your framework.

Eliminate any unnecessary, contradictory, or distracting

passages.

(] Does every piece of evidence, every sentence, and every
paragraph contribute to the validity of your argument? If not,
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eliminate extraneous discussions and save them for another
project.

Clarify difficult passages with more specific explanations
or evidence.

[ Have you worked to convey why you are citing a particular
passage? What particular details in it provide evidence that
supports your interpretation? You can assume that your reader
has read your text, but cannot assume that they interpret it in
the same way you do.

Once you have completed your first, large-scale revision, chances are
you will feel more confident about the content and structure of your
paper. The thesis and focus are strong, the evidence is lined up, the

major points are clear. Print out the new version, take another break it

. 'y
you can, and prepare to move on to the second phase of revision, the one
that takes place at the local level of words, phrases, and sentences. “

|
|
|

Local Revision

!
The focus here is on style and clarity. The types of changes you will make
in this stage are, essentially, small-scale versions of the changes you
made in the first round of revision: adding, cutting, reorganizing, and
clarifying. Are you sure about the meanings of any difficult or unusual
words you have used? Is there enough variety in sentence style to keep

your writing interesting? Do the same words or phrases appear again

and again? Are the images vivid? Are the verbs strong? One way to assess
the effectiveness of a paper’s style is to read it aloud and hear how it
sounds. You may feel a little foolish doing this, but many people find it
very helpful. !

Final Editing and Proofreading

Once you have revised your essay a second time and achieved both con=
tent and a style that pleases you, it's time for final editing. This is where
you make it “correct.”
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FINAL EDITING CHECKLIST

Spelling .
1 Have you spelled everything correctly? (Should it be their or
there? It’s or its?)

Punctuation

[0 Look for things that have caused you trouble in the past.
Should you use a comma or a semicolon? Does the period go
inside or outside of the quotation marks?

Formatting

] Have you italicized or underlined titles of plays and novels
(Othello or The Woman Warrior), and put the ti tles of short
stories and poems in quotation marks (“Love in AT
“The Fish")?

{1 Have you put quoted excerpts from the text in quotation
marks?

[ Does your Works Cited list follow MLA format, and do you
properly cite your quotations in the body of the text? Nobody
expects you to know all the rules on your own, but you should
know where to look for them. If you have questions about
citation and formatting, look them up in this book or in a good
dictionary, grammar handbook, or other reference. A good
online source is Diana Hacker's Research and Documentation
Online: http:/fwww.dianahacker.com/resdoc/.

Here is a paragraph from a student essay on Hamlet. Notice the kinds
of corrections that the student will have to make before the paragraph is
done.

The supernatural relm affects the revenge tragedy in other Spelling: “realm”
ways than the appearance and presence of ghosts. In Hamlet, the  Italicize "Hamlet.”

religious concern with final absolution both inflames Hamlet's
desire for revenge and also causes him to hesitate in carrying out
revenge. Not only has Hamlet's father been murdered, but he was
also Cut off even in the blossoms of [his] sin, / Unhous'led,
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Don’t assume that your readers will remember (or consider

important) the same ideas or incidents in the literature that you
do. You should assume that your readers have read the literature but
not necessarily that they have reacted to it the same way you have,
Therefore, whenever possible, use specific examples and evidence in
the form of quotations and summaries to back up your claims.

Do not retell the plot or text at length. Some writers are tempted
to begin with a plot summary or even to include the text of a short
poem at the beginning of a paper. However, this strategy can back-
fire by delaying the real substance of your paper. Be %mmaagmmbm
when you summarize —keep quotations short and get to the point
you want to make as quickly as possible. .
Do not assume that quotations or summaries are self-sufficient
and prove your point automatically. Summaries and quotations
are a starting point; you need to analyze them thoroughly in your
own words, explaining why they are important. As a general rule,
each quotation or summary should be followed by at least several
sentences of analysis. :

It is customary to use the present tense when writing ahout lit-
erature, even if the events discussed take place in the distant past.
Example: ;

When she sees that Romeo is dead, Juliet kills herself with his knife.

The first time you mention an author, use his or her full name.
For subsequent references, the last name is sufficient. (Do not use
first names only; it sounds as if you know an author personally.)

Titles of poems, stories, and essays should be put in quotation
marks, Titles of books, plays, and periodicals (magazines,
newspapers, etc.) should be underlined or italicized. In titles
and in all quotations, follow spelling, capitalization, and punctua-
tion exacily as it occurs in the work itself.

Give your paper a title. A title doesn't need to be elaborate or super
clever, but it should give some clue as to what the paper is about
and begin setting up expectations for your reader. Simply restating
the assignment, such as “Essay #2” or “Comparison and Contrast
Paper,” is of little help to a reader and might even suggest intellec-
tual laziness on the part of the writer. For the same reason, avoid
giving your paper the same title as the work of literature you are
writing about; unless you're Shakespeare or Hemingway, don't title
your paper Hamlet or “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place.” ;

Above all, use common sense and be consistent.
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USING QUOTATIONS EFFECTIVELY

At some point, you will want to quote the literature you are writing
about, and you might also want to quote some secondary research
sources as well. Be selective, though, in your use of quotations so that
the dominant voice of the paper is your own, not a patchwork of the
words of others. Here is general advice to help you integrate quotations

effectively into your essays.

Try to avoid floating quotations. Sometimes writers simply lift a sen-
tence out of the original, put quotation marks around it, and identify the
source (if at all) in a subsequent sentence.

“T met a traveler from an antique land.” This is how Shelley’s poem

“0zymandias” begins.

Doing so can create confusion for a reader, who is momentarily left to
ponder where the quotation comes from and why have you quoted it. In
addition to potentially causing confusion, such quoting can read as awk-
ward and choppy, as there is no transition between another writer's

words and yours.
Use at least an attributed quotation; that is, one that names the source

within the sentence containing the quotation, usually in a lead-in
phrase.

Shelley begins his poem “Ozymandias” with the words, “I met a traveler
from an antique land.”

This way the reader knows right away who originally wrote or said the
quoted material and knows (or at least expects) that your commentary
will follow. It also provides a smoother transition between your words

and the quotation.
Whenever possible, use an integrated quotation. To do this, you make

the quotation a part of your own sentence.

When the narrator of “Ozymandias” begins by saying that he “met a
traveler from an antique land,” we are immediately thrust into a

mysterious world.

This is the hardest sort of quoting to do since it requires that you make
the quoted material fit in grammatically with your own sentence, but
the payoff in clarity and sharp prose is usually well worth the extra time
spent on sentence revision.
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Adding to or Altering a Quotation 5

Sometimes, especially when you are using integrated quotations effec-
tively, you will find that you need to slightly alter the words you are

quoting. You should, of course, keep quotations exact whenever vOmmmIW. .
but occasionally the disparity between the tense, point of view, or gram
mar of your sentence and that of the quoted material will :an@&ﬂﬁ
some alterations. Other difficulties can arise when you quote a wﬂmmm.ﬁ.n..
that already contains a quotation or when you need to combine guota-
tion marks with other punctuation marks. When any of these situations
arise, the following guidelines should prove useful. The examples of
quoted text that follow are all drawn from this original passage from
Hamlet, in which Hamlet and his friend Horatio are watching a
gravedigger unearth old skulls in a cemetery:

Hamirer: That skull had a tongue in it, and could sing once. How the
knave jowls it to the ground, as if ‘twere Cain's jaw-bone, that did the
first murder! This might be the pate of a politician, which this ass
now o'erreaches, one that would circumvent God, might it not?

Horatio: It might, my lord.

HamLET: Or of a courtier, which could say “Good morrow, sweet lord!
How dost thou, sweet lord?” This might be my Lord Such-a-one, that
prais'd my Lord Such-a-one’s horse when "a meant to beg it, might
it not?

If you ever alter anything in a quotation or add words to it in order to
make it clear and grammatically consistent with your own writing, you
need to signal to your readers what you have added or changed. This is
done by enclosing your words within square brackets in order to distin-
guish them from those in the source. If, for instance, you feel Hamlet's ref-
erence to the gravedigger as “this ass” is unclear, you could clarify it either
by substituting your own words, as in the first example here, or by adding
the identifying phrase to the original quote, as in the second example:

Hamlet wonders if it is “the pate of a politician, which [the gravedigger]
now o'erreaches.”

Hamlet wonders if it is “the pate of a politician, which this ass [the
gravedigger] now o’erreaches.”
Omitting Words from a Quotation

In order to keep a quotation focused and to the point, you will some-
times want to omit words, phrases, or even whole sentences that do not
contribute to your point. Any omission is signaled by ellipses, or three
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spaced periods, with square brackets around them. (The brackets are
required to distinguish your own ellipses from any that might occur in
the original source.)

Hamlet wonders if the skull “might be the pate of a politician [...] that
would circumvent God.”

It is usually not necessary to use ellipses at the beginning or end of a
quotation, since a reader assumes you are quoting only a relevant
portion of text.

Quotations within Quotations

If you are quoting material that itself contains a quotation, the internal
quotation is set off with single quotation marks rather than the standard
double quotation marks that will enclose the entire quotation.

Hamlet wonders if he might be looking at the skull “of a courtier, which
could say ‘Good morrow, sweet lord! How dost thou, sweet lord?"”

When the text you're quoting contains only material already in quotation
marks in the original, the standard double quotation marks are all you
need.

Hamlet wonders if the courtier once said “Good morrow, sweet lord!
How dost thou, sweet lord?”

Quotation Marks with Other Punctuation

When a period or a comma comes at the end of a guotation, it should
always be placed inside the closing quotation marks, whether or not this
punctuation was in the original source. In the first example that follows,
note that the period following “horse” is within the quotation marks,
even though there is no period there in the original. In the second exam-
ple, the comma following “once” is also within the quotation marks,
even though in Shakespeare’s original “once” is followed by a period.

Hamlet muses that the skull might have belonged to “my Lord Such-
a-one, that prais'd my Lord Such-a-one’s horse.”

“That skull had a tongue in it, and could sing once,” muses Hamlet.

Other marks of punctuation (semicolons, question marks, eic.), are
placed inside quotation marks if they are part of the original quotation
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and outside of the marks if they are part of your own sentence but
of the passage you are quoting. In the first example, the questi

the gquestion mark is placed outside of the quotation marks. b

Hamlet asks Horatio if the skull “might be my Lord Such-a-one, that
prais'd my Lord Such-a-one’s horse when ‘a meant to beg it, might
it not?”

Why is Hamlet so disturbed that this skull “might be the pate of a
politician”?

These sorts of punctuation details are notoriously hard to remembe
so you should not feel discouraged if you begin forgetting such hig
specialized rules moments after reading them. At least know where you
can look them up and do so when you proofread your paper. A ﬁ:g
ness to attend to detail is what distinguishes serious students and gives
writing a polished, professional appearance. Also, the more you waol

with guotations, the easier it will be to remember the rules.
b

Quoting from Stories o

The guidelines that follow should be used not only when you quote from
stories but also when you quote from any prose work, be it fiction .\.

nonfiction. I
_.“_

Short Quotations

For short guotations of [our lines or fewer, run the quotation in
your own text, using quotation marks to signal the beginning and end o
the quotation.

Young Goodman Brown notices that the branches touched by his
companion “became strangely withered and dried up, as with a week’s
sunshine.”

Long Quotations

When a quotation is longer than four lines in your text, set it off from =
your essay by beginning a new line and indenting it one inch from the
left margin only, as shown here. This is called a block quotation:
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Young Goodman Brown then notices something strange about his
companion:
As they went, he plucked a branch of maple to serve for a walking
stick, and began to strip it of the twigs and little boughs; which
were wet with evening dew. The moment his fingers touched them
they became strangely withered and dried up, as with a week’s
sunshine.

Note that no quotation marks are used with block quotations. The
indentation is sufficient to signal to your readers that this is a quotation.

Quoting from Poems
Short Quotations

For quotations of up to three lines, run the text right into your own,
using quotation marks just as you would with a prose quotation.
However, since the placement of line endings can be significant in a
poem, you need to indicate where they occur. This is done by including a
slash mark, with a single space on each side, where the line breaks occur.
(Some students find this awkward looking at first, but you will quickly
get used to it. Your instructor will expect you to honor the poet’s choices
regarding line breaks.)

In “Sailing to Byzantium,” Yeats describes an old man as “a paltry
thing, / A tattered coat upon a stick.”

Long Quotations

For quotations of four lines or more, “block” the material, setting it off
one inch from the left margin, duplicating all line breaks of the original.
Do not use quotation marks with block quotations.

In “Sailing to Byzantium,” Yeats describes both the ravages of age and
the possibility of renewal in the poem'’s second stanza:

An aged man is but a paltry thing,

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing

For every tatter in its mortal dress,

Nor is there singing school but studying

Monuments of its own magnificence.
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Quoting from Plays 4

Short Single-Speaker Passages

When you quote a short passage of drama with a single speaker, treat the.
quoted text just as you would prose fiction:

Nora's first words in A Doll House are “Hide the tree well, Helene. The
children mustn't get a glimpse of it till this evening, after it's trimmed.”

Longer or More Complex Passages

For a longer gquotation, or a quotation of any length involving more
than one character, you will need to block off the quotation. Begin each
separate piece of dialogue indented one inch from the left margin with the
character’s name, typed in all capital letters, followed by a period. Subse-
quent lines of the character’s speech should be indented an additional |
quarter inch. (Your word processor’s “hanging indent” function is useful
for achieving this effect without having to indent each separate line.) As
with fiction or poetry, do not use quotation marks for block quotations.

We see the tension between Nora and her husband in their very first
confrontation:
NORA. Oh, but Torvald, this year we really should let
ourselves go a bit. It's the first Christmas we
haven't had to economize.
HELMER. But you know we can't go squandering.
NORA. Oh yes, Torvald, we can squander a little now,
Can't we?

Verse Drama

Many older plays, including classical Greek drama and much of the
work of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, are written at least partly
in poetic verse. When you quote a verse drama, you must respect the line
endings, just as you do in quoting poetry. The first example here showsa
short quotation with slash marks that indicate line endings; the second
shows a longer, block quotation in verse form.

Hamlet's most famous soliloquy begins, “To be, or not to be, that is the
question: / Whether “tis nobler in the mind to suffer / The slings and
arrows of outrageous fortune.”
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Hamlet then begins his most famous soliloquy:
To be, or not to be, that is the question:
Whether tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And by opposing end them.

Tips for Quoting

Double-check the wording, spelling, and punctuation of every
quotation you use. Even if something seems “wrong” in the original
source —a nonstandard spelling, a strange mark of punctuation, or
even a factual error—resist the urge to correct it. When you put
quotation marks around something, you indicate that you are repro-
ducing it exactly as it first appeared. If you feel the need to clarify
that an error or inconsistency is not yours, you may follow it by the
word sic (Latin for thus), not italicized, in square brackets. Example:

The mother in the anonymous poem “Lord Randal” asks her son “wha
[sic] met ye there?”

Use the shortest quotation you can while still making your
point. Remember, the focus should always be on your own ideas,
and the dominant voice should be yours. Don’t quote a paragraph
from a source when a single sentence contains the heart of what
you need. Don't quote a whole sentence when you can simply inte-
grate a few words into one of your own sentences.

Never assume a guotation is self-explanatory. Each time you
include a quotation, analyze it and explain why you have quoted it.
Remember that your reader may have a different reaction to the
quotation than you did. ;

If you are quoting a character in a story, play, or poem, be sure
to distinguish that character from the author. Hamlet says “To
be or not to be,” not Shakespeare, and you should make that dis-
tinction clear.

Take care not to distort the meaning of a quotation. It is intel-
lectually dishonest to quote an author or speaker out of context or
to use ellipses or additions in such a way as to change the meaning
or integrity of source material. Treat your sources with the same

respect you would want if you were to be quoted in a newspaper or

magazine.
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MANUSCRIPT FORM

If your instructor gives you directions about what your paper she;
look like, follow them exactly. If not, the following basic guidelines
manuscript [orm, recommended by the Modern Language Associatig,
of America (MLA), will work well in most instances. The most ¢g
prehensive guide to MLA style is Joseph Gibaldi's MLA Handbook
Writers of Research Papers, 6th edition (New York: Modern Lang
Association of America, 2003). For an online guide to MLA mﬁﬁm.
Diana Hackers Research and Documentation Online: http:liww
.dianahacker.com/resdoc/. The guiding principle here is readability
you want the look of your paper to distract as little as possible from'th
content. ‘.

¢ Use plain white paper, black ink, and a standard, easy-to-
font. To make your paper stand out from the masses, it might
like a nice touch to use visual design elements like colored or d .
rated paper, fancy fonts, and so forth. However, your instructor
a lot of reading to do, and anything that distracts or slows that
ing down is a minus, not a plus, for your paper. For the same
son, avoid illustrations unless they are needed to clarify a pe:
Distinguish your paper through content and style, not flashy desi
* No separate cover page is needed. Also, don’t waste your tim
w:& money on report covers or folders unless asked to do so by yo
instructor. Many instructors, in fact, find covers cumbersome af
distracting.
» Include vital information in the upper left corner of your fi
page. This information usually consists of your name, the name
your instructor, the course number of the class, and the date yo
submit the paper.
¢ Center your paper’s title. The title should appear in upper- a nd
lower-case letters, and in the same font as the rest of your paper -
not italicized, boldface, or set in quotation marks.

* Page numbers should appear in the upper right corner of e
page. Do not include the word page or the abbreviation p. with the
page numbers. Use your word processing program’s “header” of _
“running head” feature to include your last name before the page
numbers. (See the sample student papers in this book for examples.

These basic guidelines should carry you through most situations, but if
you rmﬁm any questions regarding format, ask your instructor for his or
her preferences.

CHAPTER 3

Common Writing
Assignments

SUMMARY

A summary is a brief recap of the most important points— plot, character,
and so on—in a work of literature. In order to demonstrate that you have
understood a story or play, for instance, you may be asked to summarize
its plot as homework before class discussions. A summary of Nathaniel
Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” follows:

Set in seventeenth-century Salem, Massachusetts, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s
“Young Goodman Brown” follows the fortunes of the title character when
he leaves his young wife, Faith, for a mysterious rendezvous in a forest
at night. The character he meets in the forbidding woods is unnamed, but
Hawthorne hints that he may be the Devil himself. As they proceed deeper
into the forest on their unspecified but presumably unholy errand, Good-
man Brown's misgivings increase, especially when they encounter his fellow
townsfolk— people Goodman Brown thought were good Christians—en
route to the same meeting. But when they are joined by Faith, Brown
recklessly resolves to participate. At the ceremony, the new converts are
called forth, but as he and Faith step forward to be anointed in blood, he
rebels and urges Faith to resist. Instantly he finds himself alone in the forest,
and when he returns to town the next morning, uncertain whether it was
all a dream, he finds himself suspicious and wary of his neighbors and his
wife. His “Faith” has been corrupted, and to the end of his days he remains
a bitter and untrusting man: “his dying hour was gloom.”

A summary can be longer or shorter than this example, depending on
your purpose. Notice that interpretation is kept to a minimum (“His
‘Faith’ has been corrupted”) and the summary is recou nted in the present
tense (“he returns to town,” “he remains a bitter and untrusting man”).

It is rare for a full essay assignment to be based on summary alone.
Keep in mind that for most of the papers you write, your readers —your
teacher and possibly your classmates—are probably familiar with the
literary work you are writing about, and do not need a recap of the entire
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