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Writing a Literary Analysis Essay 
PURPOSE: to carefully examine and/or evaluate a whole or part of a work of literature and convince your readers of a literary interpretation; to take a position on a literary issue --- don’t just explore what the text says.
METHOD: break down a piece of literature into its parts to help you better appreciate and understand it as a whole (you might look at just imagery, relationships, themes, character, etc.); the best literary questions to explore invite critical debates and discussions---they don’t just give the text’s summary---you’re looking for something you can prove or argue based on evidence you find in the text.
BASIC COMPONENTS:

· a central idea (thesis)

· several paragraphs (the body) that support, explain, illustrate the central idea

· evidence from the text (specific details & quotations) and, perhaps, outside research, directly related to the thesis that contribute to the reader’s understanding of it.
ORGANIZATION:

· The Introduction:  Hook + introductory information (including author & text title) + Thesis

· Thesis Statement: main “claim” for your paper that says something that has to be proved. When you read or hear a good thesis statement, your reaction should be "Oh, yeah? Prove it!" or "That sounds interesting -- tell me more." It should be the Last Sentence of Introduction.
· Body:  Topic Sentences + Textual / Outside Evidence + Commentary                                                         

*Topic Sentence:  first sentence of each paragraph which states an aspect of the Thesis (Use           Transitions!)   It is like a mini thesis.
*Transitions:  words that help the reader follow your train of thought, helps the reader connect new                             information to what he has just read. 

*Evidence:  Facts/Details from the text or outside materials.  Consider the following questions as you 
look at your evidence:



• Why / How does this example support/prove my thesis / topic?
                        • What do I want my reader to gain or understand from my use of the example? 



•  How does this example relate to other examples I am discussing in the essay?

Commentary:  your explanation and interpretation of HOW the evidence proves/connects to your Topic Idea and Thesis.  You must have commentary for each piece of evidence.  Commentary is the heart of your paper.  Commentary does NOT summarize or restate the same information contained in the evidence.  It interprets/analyzes/explains it.  Avoid plot summary!  Summary alone is WORTHLESS!!!  (The only exception to this is if you are interpreting a piece of writing that is really tricky to understand.)

· Conclusion:  Wraps up your argument and leaves the reader with some final thoughts.  It should restate the thesis without repeating it verbatim.  Since your paper has already proven your thesis, your conclusion should move beyond it to reflect on the significance of the ideas you just presented.  It should answer the reader’s question, “OK, I’ve read your paper, but so what?” In other words, why are your ideas important for the reader?   Depending on your paper’s purpose, you may use one or more of the following ideas: 

•
How your topic relates to larger issues (in the novel, in society, in history) 

•
How your topic affects the reader’s life 

•
What YOU think about the concepts you have presented 

•
What you hope your readers will do with the essay information they have just learned 

•
What additional questions related to the essay information have come up for you 

•
What are some solutions to the problems you discussed  

Avoid 

•
Beginning with “In conclusion …” 

•
Restating or summarizing the main points of your paper without providing further insight into 
                   the significance of these ideas  

•
Sounding clichéd, hollow, or insincere---don’t provide obvious ideas
· The Title of Your Essay:  It should convey some aspect of your thesis and be creative / thoughtful
General Analytical Tips:

· avoid the obvious 
· support main points with strong evidence from the story

· explain how that evidence relates to the main points. 
General Questions to Consider in Analyzing Literature

An important step in writing analytical essays is to ask good analytical questions.  
A good analytical question:

(1) speaks to a genuine dilemma in the text:  a real confusion or ambiguity in the text, about which readers will conceivably have different reactions, opinions, or interpretations.  This is not the same thing as the CONFLICT in the story!  It is a question or dilemma about the WRITING!

(2)   yields an answer that is not obvious. 

(3)   suggests an answer complex enough to require a whole essay’s worth of argument: should elicit   

        analysis and argument rather than summary or description.

(4)   can only be answered by the text, rather than by generalizations or by external research.

Tips to keep in mind: 

· “How” and “Why” questions generally require more analysis than “who/what/when/where”

· Good analytical questions can highlight patterns, connections, contradictions, dilemmas.

· Questions should be answerable by analyzing the text, but the answers shouldn’t be obvious and   

              different readers should interpret the answers differently.

· Your thesis should give a brief answer to the question, an answer that needs to be defended and 
              developed. 

· Your goal:  help readers understand why this question is worth answering & then send them back to the    

               text with a new perspective or different focus.

Sample Literary Questions to Consider to Help You Analyze Literature

1. (Point of View/Narrator) 

· Who is telling the story? 

· How much does he know? To what extent is his vision or knowledge limited? 

· Is the storyteller the author or is he a narrator created by the author? 

· How does the point of view affect the reader’s understanding of plot, character and theme?  Is it used to reveal or to conceal information?

· Are there shifts in the point of view?  What effect does it have?  Is it justified?

2. (Plot/Structure) 

· What are the facts of the story? 

· Identify the complications, conflicts, rising action and climax.  What kind of conflicts are present (internal, external, physical, emotional, intellectual, moral, environmental?  Man vs. Man, Man vs. Nature, Man vs. Self, Man vs. Society)

· Is the ending happy, unhappy, or indeterminate?
· Are the plot and subplots believable and interesting? What loose ends, if any, did the author leave? 

3. (Symbolism) 

· What objects or people appear in the story to represent more than their literal element? What, in your view, do they represent?

4. (Setting)

· Is the particular setting essential, or could the story have happened anywhere?
· How is the setting important to the theme? 

· What historical events or movements might have influenced this writer? Does it reveal or contradict with the prevailing values of the time in which it was written?

· How important is the historical context (of the work, author, reader) to interpreting the work?

5. (Theme) 

· What is the theme?  How does the author convey it?  Does it provide a new insight or refresh/deepen an old theme?

· What do you think is the story’s central purpose? How fully has it achieved that purpose?

· How significant is the story's purpose?
· How do you determine what his intentions are? 

· Are his intentions clear or must they be inferred from the details and the emphases of the story?

6. (Character) 

· Who is the protagonist?  Who is the antagonist? 
· What does the character mean when he says "……..."?
· Are the main characters round (developed, changing) or flat (unchanging, undeveloped)?
· What forces are motivating the characters? 

· What do the characters’ emotions and behaviors reveal about their psychological states? 
· What makes the characters sympathetic or unsympathetic?

· How do characters change?  Is the change plausible / motivated and how?

· What is the author’s view of his characters? How do you know this? 

· How do the characters view one another? How do you know this?

· Are the characters consistent in their actions?  Adequately motivated?  Plausible?

7. (Tone) 

· What is the author’s view of life? What is his attitude toward the text’s subject?

· What evidence in the story supports your conclusions about the author’s views/attitudes?

· How do his attitudes / views affect the actions, beliefs, decisions of the characters?

GENERAL

· Is the primary interest of the story in plot, character, theme, or some other element?

· What are the characteristics of the author's style?  Are they appropriate to the nature of the story?

· What is the significance of the title?

· How do all the elements of the story work together to support a central purpose?

· Is any part irrelevant or inappropriate?

· Is the purpose of the story chiefly to escape or for meaningful interpretation?

· Does the story gain or lose on a second reading?  Why?

· What Literary Devices can you find?  What are their effects/purposes?

· What patterns do you see (motifs, word choice, symbols, etc.)?

· What is an idea you disagree with?

· What is an idea you find important that the text brings up?

· What changes throughout the text?

· Are there any important words that have more than one meaning?

· How is the book structured? Flashbacks? Multiple points of view? Why do you think the author chose to write the book this way? How does the arrangement of the book help or detract from the ideas it contains? 

· Where could the story go after the book ends? What is the future of these characters' lives? What would our lives be like if we lived in this story? 

· How are women and female roles portrayed in the text?

· What allusions are evident in the text?
· How does the text reflect urban, rural, or suburban values? 

· How does the text focus on man’s relationship to others in society, politics, religion, and business?
