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Preface

“And what is the use of a book...without picture or conversations,” muses Alice out
of boredom at the beginning of Alice in Wonderland, that beloved fairy tale from the
Victorian age. Alice pinpoints what younger readers know as truth: you need
pictures in books, and lots of talking, particularly pictures of talking animals!
Somehow there’s a metaphor here for Writing about Literature through Theory, the
book that you are beginning to read. Yes, our book does have words and pictures.
But there’s more. Most literature students are introduced to literary theory and
writing about literature as separate subjects (with separate textbooks), though the
two are intimately linked in the practice of literary scholarship. Literary
scholarship is guided by literary theories and expressed through writing; it doesn’t
make sense to learn each in isolation.

So what do we mean by “literary theory?” We’ll explain the phrase in more detail in
Chapter 1 "Introduction: What Is Literary Theory and Why Should I Care?", but in
short, literary theories are intellectual models that scholars use to understand
stories, novels, poems, plays, and other texts. Different theories prioritize different
historical, social, or methodological concerns. We believe students of literature
should learn about many literary theories so they can discover which interpretive
tools work best for them when they write about literature in their classes (and
beyond). This book aims to help students build up a personal toolbox of interpretive
possibilities.

Writing about Literature through Theory is designed to appeal to multiple audiences:
the text can be used in introductory classes on literature, in composition classes
that focus on literature, and in literature classes designed for English majors. What
connects these multiple audiences is the book’s focus on literary theory, certainly,
but also on its introduction to academic argument and its emphasis on the writing
process. We begin each chapter with an excerpt from Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland (1865) or Through the Looking-Glass (1872); these linked
examples provide continuity chapter-to-chapter while quickly highlighting the
particular literary theories under discussion in each. After each chapter’s
introduction, we provide a more detailed overview of its literary theory using
examples from classic literature but also more contemporary, popular
works—including everyone’s favorite, Harry Potter.

Once we define the theory in each chapter, we guide students through the writing
process—planning ideas, drafting a thesis statement, conducting peer review, and
developing the final draft of the essay. To help students generate ideas, we provide
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numerous writing prompts, some designed for group and classroom collaboration.
In addition, we provide student examples in each chapter that demonstrate its
literary theory in action. The process approach in Writing about Literature through
Theory makes the text unique—and, we believe, highly useful in any composition or
literature class, no matter what the level.

Writing about Literature through Theory, designed as both an introduction to using
literary theory and an introduction to the process of writing, does not offer an
overview of the elements of prose fiction, poetry, drama, or creative nonfiction,
which we assume will be provided by the instructor as a supplement to the text.
While we do not provide a discussion of the Modern Language Association (MLA)
documentation style—which is standard in the study of literature, composition, and
most humanities courses—we highlight the MLA style in action for each student
essay—such as proper integration of quotations within the text, proper in-text
citation, and proper construction of Works Cited lists. However, the format of each
paper is designed for ease of reading on multiple platforms—electronic and
print—so there are a few differences between page layout of our text and MLA style
(multiple spaces between paragraphs, for example). If you desire further
information about MLA style, you can find numerous websites that provide detailed
overviews of MLA documentation style. Perhaps the most popular one comes from
Purdue University’s Writing Lab, the OWL (Online Writing Lab):
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/. In particular, the OWL has a
detailed description of page layout for MLA style, which you can access at
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/media/pdf/20091250615234 747.pdf.

One of the benefits of Writing about Literature through Theory is that it is a Unnamed
Publisher text, which represents the next evolution of textbook publishing. The
format will allow you to custom design the chapters you will use, though the
assumption is that every student and instructor will begin with Chapter 1
"Introduction: What Is Literary Theory and Why Should I Care?", which introduces
readers to academic argument, the writing process, and an overview of the
importance of literary theory to hone critical thinking and writing skills. The
format also allows us—the authors—to update the text, to freshen examples, and to
continually improve the text to meet the needs of the adopters.

We hope that Writing about Literature through Theory is a useful text, for we
recognize, as does Alice in Through the Looking-Glass when the Red Queen tells her
that once you write or say something, “It’s too late to correct it...when you've once
said a thing, that fixes it, and you must takes the consequences.”
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Chapter 1

Introduction: What Is Literary Theory and Why Should I Care?

SR

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Examine the kinds of questions that literary theories attempt to answer.
Explore the relevance of literary theory to undergraduate studies.
Review the steps of the writing process.

Develop a plan for engaging with the writing process in a literature
class.

Summarize the elements of effective academic argument.
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1.1 Literary Snapshot: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

In the final chapter of Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865), Alice
attends the trial of the Knave of Hearts, who has been accused of stealing the Queen
of Hearts’s tarts. You can read Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the
Looking-Glass by accessing them at http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/
CarAlic.html and http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarGlas.html.

Illustration by Sir John Tenniel for Lewis Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865).

Read the following exchange, which takes place in the midst of that trial:

The White Rabbit put on his spectacles. “Where shall I begin, please your Majesty?”
he asked.

“Begin at the beginning,” the King said gravely, “and go on till you come to the end:
then stop.”


http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarGlas.html
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These were the verses the White Rabbit read:—

“They told me you had been to her,

And mentioned me to him:

She gave me a good character,

But said I could not swim.

He sent them word I had not gone

(We know it to be true):

If she should push the matter on,

What would become of you?

I gave her one, they gave him two,

You gave us three or more;

They all returned from him to you,

Though they were mine before.

If I or she should chance to be

Involved in this affair,

1.1 Literary Snapshot: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
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He trusts to you to set them free,

Exactly as we were.

My notion was that you had been

(Before she had this fit)

An obstacle that came between

Him, and ourselves, and it.

Don’t let him know she liked them best,

For this must ever be

A secret, kept from all the rest,

Between yourself and me.”

“That’s the most important piece of evidence we’ve heard yet,” said the King,
rubbing his hands; “so now let the jury—"

“If any one of them can explain it,” said Alice, (she had grown so large in the last
few minutes that she wasn’t a bit afraid of interrupting him), “I'll give him
sixpence. I don’t believe there’s an atom of meaning in it.”

The jury all wrote down on their slates, “She doesn’t believe there’s an atom of
meaning in it,” but none of them attempted to explain the paper.

“If there’s no meaning in it,” said the King, “that saves a world of trouble, you
know, as we needn’t try to find any. And yet I don’t know,” he went on, spreading
out the verses on his knee, and looking at them with one eye; “I seem to see some

1.1 Literary Snapshot: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 10
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meaning in them, after all. ‘—said I could not swim—’ you can’t swim, can you?” he
added, turning to the Knave.Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. With
Forty-Two Illustrations by John Tenniel (New York: D. Appleton, 1927; University of
Virginia Library Electronic Text Center, 1998), chap. 12, http://etext.virginia.edu/
toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html.

Perhaps you've been in a literature classroom where you felt just like Alice: where it
seemed like your teacher or your classmates could find meaning in stories, poems,
and plays that you just couldn’t find. Perhaps you have even decided that you
“don’t like English” because of such experiences. We hope with this book to help
you rethink your approach to literary works so that you will find meaning in a wide
range of texts.

This textbook aims to give you practical tools for approaching literary works that
will ease some common anxieties that student readers feel in literature classrooms.
This text will also show you how to apply those tools when you are asked to write
literary analyses. We call those tools “literary theories.”

YOUR PROCESS

1. Have you ever wondered how your teachers or your classmates develop
their ideas about literary works? Have you felt confused when reading
stories, poems, plays, or essays, and unsure of how to begin interpreting
them? Write a bit about your previous experiences in English classes.

2. What does the word “theory” mean to you? Write your definition of the
word.

1.1 Literary Snapshot: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland 11
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1.2 What Is Literary Theory?

When you hear the word “theory,” you might think first of the natural sciences,
rather than of literature. In the sciences, theories are systems for understanding
how an aspect of the world works: they can be used to explain past phenomena and
predict future behavior. Thus we hear about the theory of evolution or the search
for the unified theory of the universe.

Theory doesn’t mean exactly the same thing in literature. However, literary
scholars do understand their subject through literary theories', which are
intellectual models that seek to answer a number of fundamental interpretive
questions about literature. In How to Do Theory, literary critic Wolfgang Iser suggests
that the natural sciences (and the social sciences to a large part) operate under
hard-core’ theories, whereas the humanities use soft-core’ theories.Wolfgang Iser,
How to Do Theory (Maiden, MA: Blackwell, 2006). Simply put, hard-core theories lead
to problem solving and are governed by general laws and rules; they predict and
rely on objective fact. Soft-core theories, on the other hand, do not problem solve
but predict—they map ideas and are not necessarily governed by laws but by
metaphors and images.

Thus literary scholars use theories that are more descriptive of ideas—which map
ideas more than quantify them. Such scholars are guided by questions that may
include the following:

1. What exactly do we mean by “literature”? What counts as literature,
1. A broad term that encompasses and what does not?
f hes t )
?nﬁ?ﬁieiir?gp ﬁi:f:r; :e)?ts. 2. Can (and should) we determine the value or worth of literary works? If
Different schools of literary so0, how should we go about this task? If not, why not?
theory emphasize specific 3. To what extent does a given text reflect its author and/or the historical
priorities and approaches to moment of its composition?
the study of literature. o t L .
4. What are the political and social ramifications of literary texts and of

2. Theory that is based on fact, the ways we study them?
leading to problem-solving
solutions. The foundation of
the natural and (to a degree)

urala These are very broad versions of the questions that literary scholars ask in their
the social sciences.

work, but you can probably already see that different scholars are likely to have

3. Theory that is based on very different answers to many of them. Thus we often talk about different
ilu?tloimfhand Pretht“;gr “schools” of literary theory. Each school prioritizes certain concerns for talking
132 a:’li OS N es er:siﬁﬁ;nsgo(l)uti ons. | about literature while deemphasizing others. Thus one critic might focus on the
The foundation of the representation of women within a given story or poem (feminist theory), while

humanities, particularly another critic might concentrate on representations of unconscious desire in that
literary studies.

12
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1.2 What Is Literary Theory?

same text (psychoanalytical theory). Though they’re studying the same text, these
two critics may come to very different conclusions about what is most interesting in
that text and why.

This book will walk you through many of the primary schools that have shaped
literary theory over the past century. Each chapter aims not to simply define a
given theory but to show what it looks like in practice. In order to teach you how to
employ literary theories, in each chapter we walk you through a sample student
paper that demonstrates how other undergraduates have used a given theory to
better understand a particular story, poem, play, or other literary work.

13
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1.3 Why Study Literary Theory?

In his essay “Disliking Books at an Early Age,” literary scholar Gerald Graff talks
about how he struggled as a child to see the point of literature. “Literature and
history,” he recalls, “had no apparent application to my experience.”Gerald Graff,
“Disliking Books at an Early Age,” Lingua Franca: The Review of Academic Life 2, no. 6
(September-October 1992): 45-51, JSTOR. Even in college, Graff says, he “continued
to find ‘serious’ reading painfully difficult and alien.”Gerald Graff, “Disliking Books
at an Early Age,” Lingua Franca: The Review of Academic Life 2, no. 6
(September-October 1992): 45-51, JSTOR. This all changed for Graff when he
encountered critical debates over the interpretation of Mark Twain’s novel
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1876). He read about critics who disagreed over the
book’s meaning, value, and attitudes toward race. He realized that the
conversations he’d been having with his classmates about the book in class
discussion “were not too far from the thoughts of famous published critics,” which
gave Graff a feeling of power and excitement about reading he’d never felt
before.Gerald Graff, “Disliking Books at an Early Age,” Lingua Franca: The Review of
Academic Life 2, no. 6 (September-October 1992): 45-51, JSTOR.

We hope you will feel that same power and excitement about reading as you learn
about critical debates in literary study and begin to contribute to them in your own
papers. Literature isn’t made up of inscrutable texts that can be deciphered only by
a chosen few who have learned to speak in a secret code. Literature is written by
people—talented people perhaps, but people nonetheless. And the concerns of
literary critics are concerns that many people share: What does this work say about
the human condition? How does it convey its message? Does it portray its subjects
fairly? What political or social ideas does it advance? Literature has many potential
meanings, and literary theory gives scholars different avenues to uncover those
meanings.

By asking theoretical questions of the novels, stories, poems, plays, and essays that
you read in your literature class, you can begin to grasp works that may seem
ineffable—impenetrable—if you try to uncover a single, “correct” interpretation for
them. In short, literary theory can give you a toolbox for approaching any literary
text: a set of interpretive moves that can help you figure out where to start when
your instructor asks you to comment on a work in class or develop a paper topic.

14
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1.4 What Is the Writing Process?

4, The series of steps (e.g.,
prewriting, researching,
drafting, and revising) that
contribute to a final, polished
paper. This process is not
linear but recursive, as writers
shuttle back and forth in these
steps as they compose.

Even the most talented writers rarely get a piece right in their first draft. What’s
more, few writers create a first draft through a single, sustained effort. Instead, the
best writers understand that writing is a process: it takes time; sustained attention;
and a willingness to change, expand, and even delete words as one writes. Good
writing also takes a willingness to seek feedback from peers and mentors and to
accept and use the advice they give. In this book, we will refer to and model the
writing process’, showing how student writers like yourself worked toward
compelling papers about literary works.

In this video (http://bigthink.com/ideas/25140), the decorated modern novelist
Salman Rushdie, the author of such books as Midnight’s Children and Haroun and the
Sea of Stories, talks about his own writing process.Salman Rushdie, Haroun and the Sea
of Stories (New York: Penguin, 1991); Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses (New York:
Random House, 2008). Writing, Rushdie insists, “is not inspiration; it’s
concentration.”Salman Rushdie, “Inspiration Is Nonsense,” interview by Max
Miller, directed by Jonathan Fowler, Big Think, video, November 29, 2010,
http://bigthink.com/ideas/25140. Rushdie even calls the idea of pure inspiration
“nonsense,” saying that writing is “exploratory” and “more a process of
discovery.”Salman Rushdie, “Inspiration Is Nonsense,” interview by Max Miller,
directed by Jonathan Fowler, Big Think, video, November 29, 2010,
http://bigthink.com/ideas/25140. Rushdie is talking about writing fiction, but his
insight applies just as well to writing critical papers for a college class: good
academic writing requires that you devote time and energy to exploring and
discovering new ideas. Fortunately, this means you should not panic if a brilliant
paper idea doesn’t appear when you first start thinking about a paper topic. If you
commit to the writing process the ideas will come.

YOUR PROCESS

1. How do you typically approach writing assignments in your classes?
When do you start working? Do you employ any prewriting techniques?

2. Have you ever been given the chance to revise your writing after
receiving feedback from your peers or your instructor? How did the act
of revising change your relationship to your paper?

Good writing takes, above all, planning and organization. If you wait until the night
before a written assignment is due to begin, your hurrying will supersede the

15
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5. Short, informal activities that
help writers generate ideas for
longer projects (e.g.,
freewriting or journaling).

1.4 What Is the Writing Process?

necessary steps of prewriting, researching, outlining, drafting, revising, seeking
feedback, and re-revising. Those stages look something like this:

Prewriting

Many of the activities we’ll ask you to do in the “Your Process” sections of this book
will be prewriting’ activities. We’ll ask you to reflect on your reading, to make
connections between your experiences and our text, and to jot down ideas spurred
by your engagement with the theories presented here. It’s from activities like these
that writers often get their ideas for writing. The more engaged you are as a reader,
the more engaged you’ll be when the time comes to write.

Researching

This book will also help you start the research process, in which you hone in on
those aspects of a given literary text that interest you and seek out a deeper
understanding of those aspects. Literary researchers read not only literary texts but
also the work of other literary scholars and even sources that are indirectly related
to literature, such as primary historical documents and biographies. In other words,
they seek a wide range of texts that can supplement their understanding of the
story, poem, play, or other text they want to write about. As you research, you
should keep prewriting, keeping a record of what you agree with, what you disagree
with, and what you feel needs further exploration in the texts you read.

Outlining

To write well you should have a plan. As you write, that plan may change as you
learn more about your topic and begin to fully understand your own ideas.
However, papers are easier to tackle when you first sketch out the broad outline of
your ideas. Committing those ideas to paper will help you see how different ideas
relate to one another (or don’t relate to one another). Don’t be afraid to revise your
outline—play around with the sequence of your ideas and evidence until you find
the most logical progression.

Drafting

The most important way to improve your writing is to start writing! Because you’re
treating writing as a process, it’s not important that every word you type be
perfectly chosen, or that every sentence be exquisitely crafted. When you’re
drafting, the most important thing is that you get words on paper. Follow your
outline and write.

16



6. The stage of the writing
process in which a writer
reviews his or her work with
an eye toward coherence of
argument and elegance of
expression. During revision, a
writer will make often
substantial changes to his or
her writing that will help his or
her readers follow the piece’s
claims. Often a writer will
incorporate or respond to the
suggestions of peer and expert
reviewers during the revision
stage.

1.4 What Is the Writing Process?

Chapter 1 Introduction: What Is Literary Theory and Why Should I Care?

Revising

After you’ve committed words to paper (or, more accurately, to your computer
screen), you can go back and shape them more deliberately through revision®.
Cognitive research has shown that a significant portion of reading is actually
remembering. As a result, if you read your work immediately after writing it, you
probably won’t notice any of the potential problems with it. Your brain will “fill in
the gaps” of poor grammar, misspelling, or faulty reasoning. Because of this, you
should give yourself some time in between drafting and revising—the more time the
better. As you revise, try to approach your text as your readers will. Ask yourself
skeptical questions (e.g., Are there clear connections between the different claims
I'm making in this paper? Do I provide enough evidence to convince someone to
believe my claims?). Revisions can often be substantial: you may need to rearrange
your points, delete significant portions of what you’ve written, or rewrite sentences
and paragraphs to better reflect the ideas you have developed while writing. Most
importantly, you should revise your introduction several times. Writers often work
into their strongest ideas, which then appear in their conclusions but not (if they do
not revise) their introductions. Make sure that your introduction reflects the more
nuanced claims that appear in the body and conclusion of your paper.

Seeking Feedback

Even after years of practice revising your writing, you’ll never be able to see your
writing in an entirely objective light. To really improve your writing, you need
feedback from others who can identify where your ideas are not as clear as they
should be. You can seek feedback in a number of ways: you can make an
appointment in your college’s writing center, you can participate in class peer-
review workshops, or you can talk to your instructor during his or her office hours.
If you will have a chance to revise your paper after your instructor grades it, his or
her comments on that graded draft should be considered essential feedback as you
revise.

A key notion that drives this textbook is peer review: we believe that you should
share your writing with your peers, your classmates. For each chapter in this book,
we suggest that you conduct peer review with one or two classmates. We provide
peer-review guides for each chapter that can be accessed in Chapter 10 "Appendix
A: Peer Review Sheets".

Re-Revising

One you’ve garnered feedback on your writing, you should use that feedback to
revise your paper yet again. You should not, however, simply make every change
that your colleagues or instructor recommended. You should think about the
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1.4 What Is the Writing Process?

suggestions they’ve made and ensure that their suggestions will help you make the
argument you want to make. You may decide to incorporate some suggestions and
not others. When you treat writing as a process, it should become a genuine
dialogue between you and your readers.

Publishing

Finally, you will submit your paper to an audience for review. As college students,
this primarily means the paper that you turn in to your instructor for evaluation.

The preceding categories suggest that writing is a linear process—that is, that you
will follow these steps in the following order:

prewriting—researching—outlining—drafting—revising—feedback—re-
revising—publishing.

The reality of the writing process, however, is that as you write you shuttle back
and forth in these stages. For example, as you begin writing your thesis paragraph,
the beginning of your essay, you will write and revise many times before you are
satisfied with your opening; once you have a complete draft, you will more than
likely return to the introduction to revise it again to better match the contents of
the completed essay. This shuttling highlights the recursive nature of the writing
process and can be diagrammed as follows:

prewriting«>researching«>outlining«—drafting<revising«—>feedback<«>re-
revising<>publishing.

Furthermore, you should be aware that each writer has a unique writing process:
some will be diligent outliners, while others may discover ideas as they write. There
is no right way to write (so to speak), but the key is the notion of process—all strong
writers engage in the writing process and recognize the importance of feedback and
revision in the process.

YOUR PROCESS

Describe your writing process.

Do you normally engage in the stages listed previously?

If not, why? If so, what part of the process do you find most helpful?
Share your process with the class to discover the variety in approaches
writers take when writing.

SR
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1.5 Why Commit to the Writing Process?

In short, you should commit to the writing process because it’s the best known
method for helping unconfident writers become confident writers. If there’s one
thing that over fifty years of writing research has shown, it’s that students improve
their writing skills through practice, practice, and more practice. The more you
write in college, the more comfortable you will be with the conventions of academic
and professional prose. When you commit to the process of writing, you will begin
to understand that writing isn’t a rarefied talent available to a privileged few. You'll
begin to see that writing is a skill and can be developed through practice. What’s
more, the writing process does not include the terrifying idea that you produce
perfect prose on demand. Instead, you will learn to produce the best prose you can
now and to improve it as you develop your ideas. This frees you up to concentrate
on developing your skills of argument—skills that will be useful in whatever
professional field you eventually work—rather than living in terror that you will
make a mistake.
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1.6 What Is Academic Argument?

YOUR PROCESS

7. The expression of knowledge in
humanities disciplines, such as
literature. Through academic
argument, scholars present
new ideas about literary works,
challenge the ideas of other
scholars, and model their
interpretations of stories,
novels, poems, plays, and other
works.

8. A specific, debatable, and
reasonable statement that
interprets a work of literature.
Because claims are always
debatable, they must be
supported with evidence.

9. Facts that support an author’s
claims. In literary criticism,
these facts comprise primarily
quotations from literary texts;
quotations from authoritative,
scholarly sources; and
historical documents.

10. A specific, debatable, and
reasonable statement that
challenges, amends, or
repurposes another scholar’s
claim about a work of
literature.

1. When you hear the word “argument,” what other words come
immediately to mind? Jot down as many related words as you can think

of.

While scientists test their theories through experiments, literary scholars most
often engage with their theories through academic argument’. When you think of
the word “argument,” you probably think of conflict. Arguments are loud
disagreements; arguments may involve yelling, cursing, or even, in extreme cases,
physical violence. That’s not what we mean by academic argument, though. When
scholars disagree, they don’t start throwing punches. Instead, academic argument
looks more like a conversation. One scholar makes a claim® about a given text and
cites evidence’ to support that claim. Another scholar might dispute that claim by
making a counterclaim' and citing evidence that either challenges the original
claim or supports the counterclaim. In an extended academic argument, more
points of view emerge: the original scholar might respond or other scholars might
intervene, offering claims of their own that support, modify, or challenge the
original claims in the argument.

Let’s sketch out an example of an academic argument. First, review William
Shakespeare’s famous “Sonnet 130”:

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun;
Coral is far more red than her lips’ red;

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun;
If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head.

I have seen roses damasked red and white,
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But no such roses see I in her cheeks;

And in some perfumes is there more delight

Than in the breath that from my mistress reeks.

I love to hear her speak, yet well I know

That music hath a far more pleasing sound;

I grant I never saw a goddess go:

My mistress, when she walks, treads on the ground.

And yet, by heaven, I think my love as rare

As any she, belied with false compare.William Shakespeare, “CXXX,” in
Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609; Project Gutenberg, 2010), http://www.gutenberg.org/
ebooks/1041.

We can imagine a critical argument centered on the speaker’s description of his
lover. One scholar might claim that the poem is forward-thinking in its attitudes
toward gender, refusing to employ the idealized rhetoric of most Renaissance love
poetry, which characterized women purely by their adherence to physical
standards of beauty. By insisting that his love can be “rare”—meaning here
“valuable” or “unique”—even though her lips, hair, breasts, cheeks, breath, and
voice do not match society’s expectations for exceptional beauty, this speaker
implies that women are complex individuals, not static figures meant to satisfy
men’s erotic desires.

Another scholar might disagree with this reading, pointing out that even though
the poem refuses certain idealized comparisons (“Coral is far more red than her
lips’ red”), it nonetheless dwells only on this woman’s physical features. This
scholar might claim that the speaker’s refusal to employ common metaphors to
describe his mistress only demonstrates his desire to show his superiority over
other poets. The poem’s final line, which ends on “false compare,” says nothing
about the woman, but instead insults the metaphors and similes of other poets
whom this speaker sees as less talented than himself. The woman is given no name,
no voice, and no personality—she is only described through what she is not.

1.6 What Is Academic Argument? 21
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1.6 What Is Academic Argument?

These two critics disagree, but they express that disagreement through careful,
reasoned prose. Indeed, they find some common ground: as the second scholar
begins to respond, he or she admits that the poem does refuse idealized
comparisons. Good academic argument is a give-and-take process, as each
participant acknowledges the best points made by his or her interlocutors. The goal
of academic argument is (usually) not to prove another scholar wrong, but instead
to show how his or her argument could be expanded, supplemented, redirected,
modified, or amended.

In this book, we will teach you how to engage in these conversations. Each chapter
helps you develop your skills of engagement and will ask you to practice responding
to the ideas of other scholars. Through repeated practice, you will learn how to
bring these skills of academic argument into your class papers—to move beyond
simply summarizing literary works and toward interpreting them. Each chapter
also includes a sample paper from student writers so that you can see how your
peers have applied both theoretical and rhetorical principles to craft effective
academic arguments about a range of literary works and cultural topics.
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1.6 What Is Academic Argument?

Note

Our discussions of argument in this textbook largely follow the Toulmin
method, which you can read more about in this writing guide provided by

Colorado State University (http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/reading/

toulmin).“Writing Guide: The Toulmin Method,” Colorado State University,
http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/reading/toulmin. Our approach is also
influenced by the refinements to Toulmin in the Little Red Schoolhouse (LRS)
curriculum taught at the University of Chicago, the University of Virginia, and
other institutions (http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/welcome#3).“Little Red
Schoolhouse Online,” University of Virginia Writing Program,
http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/welcome. We have found Toulmin and LRS
to be effective methods for beginning academic writers in a range of fields,
including English literature.

In addition, we also follow the principles of nonthreatening argument that are
presented by Carl Rogers. For more on Rogerian argument, review this article
from Colorado State University (http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/teaching/
co300man/com5el.cfm) or Joseph M. Moxley’s article on the topic at Writing
Commons (http://writingcommons.org/genres/academic-writing/rogerian-
argument).Kate Kiefer, “What Is Rogerian Argument?,” Colorado State
University, http://writing.colostate.edu/guides/teaching/co300man
comb5el.cfm; “Rogerian Argument: Solving Problems by Negotiating
Differences,” Writing Commons (blog), 2012, http://writingcommons.org/
genres/academic-writing/rogerian-argument.
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1.7 Introducing an Academic Argument

In order to better understand the broad strokes of academic argument, we will read
and analyze an undergraduate paper about Washington Irving’s short story “The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow.”Washington Irving, “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” in The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow, and the Spectre Bridegroom: From the “Sketch Book” (London: J.
B. L1pp1ncott 1875; University of Virginia Library Electronic Text Center, 2000),

modeng&data—/texts/ english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=1&division=div1.

YOUR PROCESS

1. Asyou work through this text, these process descriptions will
make more sense if you've read the literary work under
discussion. For this section, you should read Washington Irving’s
short story “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Our discussion of
student research and writing will reveal important plot details
that you may want to discover on your own first. You can read
this as an e-text provided by the University of Virginia

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/etcbin/toccer-
new2?id=IrvLege.sgm&images=images/modeng&data=/texts/
english/modeng/parsed&tag=public&part=1&division=div1).

You can also listen to a free audiobook of “The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow” at Librivox (http://librivox.org/the-legend-of-sleepy-
hollow-by-washington-irvin,

Monica submitted this paper for an introductory literature class after the students
read Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” during their unit on short
fiction. Let’s look at her introduction first:

When one hears the title “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” a reader might shiver a
little and think of the infamous spectre, “the apparition of a figure on horseback
without a head ... known, at all the country firesides, by the name of The Headless
Horseman of Sleepy Hollow” (Irving 966). It is this legendary phantom that grants
Washington Irving’s tale the label of ghost story. As such, readers would expect the
legend to be overflowing with superstition and opposing forces—good vs. evil,
known vs. unknown, supernatural vs. reality. “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” is in
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fact meant to be a tale of opposing forces, but not in the same way as ghost story. It
is a legend of rivalry, a rivalry between the characters Ichabod Crane and Brom Van
Brunt. Readers must understand that the opposing forces presented here are these
two characters, the victim and the victor, the underdog and the front-runner—not
those of supernatural and reality—in order to understand the true significance of
Irving’s tale. Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt are meant to be more than just
two characters with a rivalry—they are actually representations of the young
American nation and its “motherland,” Great Britain. When these allegories are
understood, and the true opposing forces are revealed, readers will finally be able
to understand the ultimate message behind Irving’s tale—it is an allegory for the
goals, the problems, and the livelihood of an adolescent America.

YOUR PROCESS

After you finish Monica’s introduction, jot down the answer to these
questions:

1. How does this introduction entice you to read on? What lines grab your
attention? Can you articulate why they do?

2. Are any of the statements overly strong? “Must” we read the story in
this particular way to understand it? Are there ways to tone down the
language?

3. What do you think will come next in this paper? You have just read “The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow”—are there details from the story that you
think Monica will cite in the longer paper?

What makes Monica’s introduction so effective? Note first the way she summarizes
one way that many readers interpret the story: “readers would expect the legend to
be overflowing with superstition and opposing forces—good vs. evil, known vs.
unknown, supernatural vs. reality.” In her argument, Monica will challenge this
reading, but she does so subtly. ““The Legend of Sleepy Hollow’ is in fact meant to be
a tale of opposing forces,” she writes, “but not in the same way as ghost story.”
Monica establishes common ground with those who read the tale as a ghost story,
noting that it “is...a tale of opposing forces.” By working from common ground toward
a new understanding of the story, Monica follows the principles of argument laid
out by Carl Rogers, a psychologist who insisted that effective argument is based not
on conflict, but on compromise and negotiation between reader and writer.

However, a reader may sense that Monica is presenting her reading as the most
authoritative or the best interpretation of the story, which can make a reader a bit
defensive, especially if he or she does not necessarily agree with Monica’s claim.
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Notice the subtle revision (highlighted in bold) that makes the opening even more
persuasive because it is less totalizing:

When one hears the title “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” a reader might shiver a
little and think of the infamous spectre, “the apparition of a figure on horseback
without a head ... known, at all the country firesides, by the name of The Headless
Horseman of Sleepy Hollow” (Irving 966). 1t is this legendary phantom that grants
Washington Irving’s tale the label of ghost story. As such, readers would expect the
legend to be overflowing with superstition and opposing forces—good vs. evil,
known vs. unknown, supernatural vs. reality. “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” can be
read as a tale of opposing forces, but not in the same way as ghost story. It is a
legend of rivalry, a rivalry between the characters Ichabod Crane and Brom Van
Brunt. Readers may benefit by understanding that the opposing forces presented
here are these two characters, the victim and the victor, the underdog and the
front-runner—not those of supernatural and reality—in order to understand a
major significance of Irving’s tale. Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt are meant to
be more than just two characters with a rivalry—they are actually representations
of the young American nation and its “motherland,” Great Britain. When these
allegories are understood, and these opposing forces are revealed, readers will
finally be able to understand a central message behind Irving’s tale—it is an
allegory for the goals, the problems, and the livelihood of an adolescent America.

After establishing the common ground more subtly using the principles of
nonthreatening argument'’, Monica then turns to her own ideas about the story:
the tale, she insists, does focus on opposing forces, “but not in the same way as a
ghost story” (our emphasis). Monica prepares the reader for her new claims about
“Sleepy Hollow” by shifting her focus from the broad theme of opposition to the
specific, nonsupernatural opposition of two characters’ rivalry. She writes, “It is a
legend of rivalry, a rivalry between the characters Ichabod Crane and Brom Van
Brunt.” Monica introduces a fact from the story—a small piece of textual
evidence—that doesn’t quite fit with the common view. Readers who have
interpreted “Sleepy Hollow” through the lens of the ghost story want to read on
and see how Monica’s focus on rivalry will change their view of Irving’s tale.

Of course, most readers are skeptical: for each claim a
writer makes, readers ask “So what?” Monica answers
that “So what?” question by demonstrating a potential

11. A philosophy of argument
P by e problem with her readers’ interpretations of “The

developed by Carl Rogers that

is based on the notion that Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” In the next sentence of her
strong statements fad to introduction, Monica shows her readers why her

strong responses, thus creating interpretation of the story is significant. “Readers must
conflict and decreasing the ] )

effectiveness of the debate or understand,” she writes, “that the opposing forces
argument. presented here are these two characters, the victim and
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the victor, the underdog and the front-runner—not

those of supernatural and reality—in order to lllustration by John Quidor, The
understand the true significance of Irving’s tale.” Headless Horseman Pursuing
Effective introductions to literary interpretations focus ~chabod Crane (1858).

on interpretive problems—not for the writer, but for the

readers of the paper. Keep in mind that a literary

interpretation may not seem significant to every person

who reads it. Monica assumes, as you should assume when you write papers for
your literature classes, that her readers care about literary works and want to
understand them fully and well. For readers who do care about literature, however,
the stakes Monica proposes are significant: readers who insist on interpreting
“Sleepy Hollow” as a ghost story will miss the tale’s “true significance.”

YOUR PROCESS

The University of Virginia provides a number of free modules to help college
writers understand the parts of argument we discuss here. To better
understand the parts of an effective introduction, you might work through
the following modules:

1. “Problem Frames Start Here”: http://redschoolhouse.org/
drupal/?g=problem-frames/motivate/LRSintheWild.

2. “Problem Frame Elements”: http://redschoolhouse.org/
drupal/?g=problem-frames/frame/LRSintheWild.

3. “State the Consequences of a Conceptual Problem by Answering ‘So
What?”": http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/?g=problem-frames/
consequences/LRSintheWild.

Once a writer introduces a problem, however, readers expect him or her to also
propose a solution to that problem. The first big question readers are likely to ask a
writer is, “What do you think?” In the final lines of her introduction, Monica tells
her readers what she thinks about this story by making the central claim of her
argument. Her claim explains what she believes to be the central opposition in
Washington Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”: “Ichabod Crane and Brom Van
Brunt are meant to be more than just two characters with a rivalry—they are
actually representations of the young American nation and its ‘motherland,” Great
Britain. When these allegories are understood, and the true opposing forces are
revealed, readers will finally be able to understand the ultimate message behind
Irving’s tale—it is an allegory for the goals, the problems, and the livelihood of an
adolescent America.” Monica offers a historicized reading of Irving’s tale (for more
on historical theories about literature, see Chapter 7 "Writing about History and
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Culture from a New Historical Perspective"), arguing that the story’s true
significance can be found by looking more closely at the time of the story’s
composition, when America was an “adolescent” nation still at odds with Great
Britain. Monica’s claim is specific, debatable, and significant (at least to readers who
care about this story). In the body of her paper, Monica will unpack her claim, using
subclaims and reasons to demonstrate to her readers why they should follow her
interpretation of the story.

YOUR PROCESS

1. You can practice developing an effective subclaim using the module
“Build Your Argument around a Significant Claim”
(http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/?q=claims/significant
LRSintheWild).

2. Choose a literary work to analyze, preferably a short story or short lyric
poem.

3. Develop a working thesis that makes a claim about the work, knowing
that this thesis claim may be revised.

4. Create an informal outline that highlights the major stages of your
argument—the evidence that you will use to support your thesis claim.
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1.8 Student Writer at Work: Monica Platten’s “‘The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow’: An Allegory for a Young America”

Now that we’ve reviewed Monica’s introduction in detail, you should read her
entire paper. As you read, keep in mind the principles of argument we have already
discussed.
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Monica Platten

Professor Ryan Cordell

Introduction to Literature

December 17, 20-

“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow”: An Allegory for a Young America

When one hears the title “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” they might shiver a
little and think of the infamous spectre, “the apparition of a figure on
horseback without a head ... known, at all the country firesides, by the name of
The Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow” (Irving 966). It is this legendary
phantom that grants Washington Irving’s tale the label of ghost story. As such,
readers would expect the legend to be overflowing with superstition and
opposing forces—good vs. evil, known vs. unknown, supernatural vs. reality.
“The Legend of Sleepy Hollow” can be read as a tale of opposing forces, but not
in the same way as ghost story. It is a legend of rivalry, a rivalry between the
characters Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt. Readers may benefit by
understanding that the opposing forces presented here are these two
characters, the victim and the victor, the underdog and the front-runner—not
those of supernatural and reality—in order to understand a major significance
of Irving’s tale. Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt are meant to be more than
just two characters with a rivalry—they are actually representations of the
young American nation and its “motherland,” Great Britain. When these
allegories are understood, and these opposing forces are revealed, readers will
finally be able to understand a central message behind Irving’s tale—it is an
allegory for the goals, the problems, and the livelihood of an adolescent
America.

The glen of Sleepy Hollow itself embodies the characteristics of the fresh, new
land of America. It is a little valley in which “a small brook glides through [it],
with just murmur enough to lull you to repose, and the occasional whistle of a
quail, or the tapping of a woodpecker, is almost the only sound that ever breaks
in upon the uniform tranquility” (956). This place is tranquil and beautiful, just
as the new land of America was perceived by all who settled there. Not only is
the beauty ample, but the natural resources are overflowing: there are “fat
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meadow lands, the rich fields of wheat, of rye, of buckwheat, and Indian corn,
and the orchard burthened with ruddy fruit” (971); in this place “nature wore
that rich and golden livery which we always associate with the idea of
abundance” (976). Sleepy Hollow is a valley of bounty, a land of plenty. But like
any other wild and largely uncharted territory, this land possesses an air of
mystery. “A drowsy, dreamy influence seems to hang over the land, and
pervade the very atmosphere” (965), and any who dally long enough while
passing through or decide to call the place home “begin to grow
imaginative—to dream dreams, and see apparitions” (966). Likewise, the first
settlers in America came as dreamers, searching for a new world, a new life,
riches, and freedom.

Ichabod Crane is essential to this allegory of the new nation, because he is the
representation of the American nation itself. The description of this character
does not conform to one of a strong favorite, but to that of an underdog: “He
was tall, but exceedingly lank, with narrow shoulders, long arms and leg, hands
that dangled a mile out of his sleeves, feet that might have served for shovels,
and his whole fame most loosely hung together” (967). He is not a well-built
man but an awkward one. As a schoolteacher he is intelligent, but does not hold
a prestigious position in society; this reflects the rank of the new nation in a
world order of countries. Nonetheless, he is optimistic and determined: “He
had, however, a happy mixture of pliability and perseverance in his nature; he
was in form and spirit like a supple jack—yielding, but tough; though he bent,
he never broke; and though he bowed beneath the slightest pressure, yet, the
moment it was away—jerk!—he was as erect, and carried his head as high as
ever” (973). The personality of Ichabod Crane reflects the same qualities of the
newly independent states of America—he is, like they are, an optimistic
underdog.

The personality of Ichabod Crane also reflects the status of the American nation
in his want for maturity. Crane, although a grown man, displays certain
qualities of youth in his superstitious beliefs and his “his appetite for the
marvelous, and his powers of digesting it, [which] were equally extraordinary”
(969). These traits imply that he is still young and childish, not yet mature like
an adult: “No tale was too gross or monstrous for his capacious swallow” (969).
Nothing pleases him more than to “listen to marvellous tales of ghosts and
goblins, and haunted fields and haunted brooks, and haunted bridges and
haunted house, and particularly of the headless horseman” (969). Terence
Martin breaks these ideas down: “By fitting the notion of gullibility into the
dominant metaphor of Ichabod’s oral preoccupation, Irving emphasizes the
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childlike quality of his protagonist. Ichabod can swallow and digest anything;
therefore he is always and increasingly gullible.... Irving couples the oral stage
and imaginative indulgence; both signify childhood” (143). The young colonies
of America are certainly lacking the wisdom and maturity of their relative,
Great Britain; “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” published in 1820, just over 40
years after the Declaration of Independence, is set in “a remote period of
American history, that is to say, some thirty year since” (Irving 967).

Martin agrees that “America ... was a new nation which saw itself ... [as] fresh
and innocent” (137), but explains that it wanted to become an “adult” as
quickly as possible, and therefore needed to stay away from child-like
obsessions of fancy and the imagination. “A childish (primitive) society might
legitimately take an interest in things imaginative; such a society, however, was
precisely what America wanted not to be” (Martin 139). Washington Irving
obviously shared this belief, because in the end of his tale, Crane’s excessive
imagination leads to embarrassment and failure. This is, in a way, a warning for
adolescent America. Martin concurs: “It would appear that for Irving there is
no place, or a very limited place, for the hero of the imagination in the culture
of early America. A nation of [Rips and] Ichabods, Americans might reason,
would soon be no nation at all” (144).

Crane and the American nation have in common one more imperative
attribute: ambition. This ambition is demonstrated in many ways. Just as the
colonists of this new nation hungered for a better life, Ichabod Crane hungers:
“In his devouring mind’s eye, he pictured to himself every roasting pig running
about with a pudding in its belly, and an apple in its mouth; the pigeons were
snugly put to bed in a comfortable pie, and tucked in with a coverlet of crust;
the geese were swimming in their own gravy; and the ducks pairing cosily in
dishes” (Irving 971). Delicious food is not the only luxury Crane hungers for; he
longs for material possessions, too, such as land and the many animals that
provide his scrumptious meals: “His heart yearned after the damsel who was to
inherit these domains, and his imagination expanded with the idea, how they
might be readily turned into cash, and the money invested in immense tracts of
wild land, and shingle palaces in the wilderness.... He beheld himself bestriding
a pacing mare, with a colt at her heel, setting out for Kentucky, Tennessee, or
the Lord knows where”! (971).

This desire and ambition to possess and expand reflects the American initiative
of Manifest Destiny. Crane is ambitious and confident that he is meant to fulfill
these big plans: “He could not help, too, rolling his large eyes round him as he
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eat, and chuckling with the possibility that he might one day be lord of all this
scene of almost unimaginable luxury and splendor” (977). Lloyd Daigrepont
states that “Ichabod [also] represents the modern debasement of imagination
by materialism, a pious utilitarianism, and the idea of progress, particularly as
these were supported in early 19th-century America” (72) and goes so far as to
call Crane himself “a representative of progress” (73). However, this ambition
and desire for progress borders on greed. Crane is overly confident that he will
one day acquire for himself the beautiful daughter and land of Baltus Van
Tassel, a wealthy Dutch farmer. His motives for this possession are not
supported by any reasons but personal desire. This same kind of greed and
personal desire was demonstrated by the American states, as their motives for
Manifest Destiny (although the particular term had not been coined quite yet)
transformed from those of exploration and expansion to dominance and
control over the native people and their land.

Brom Van Brunt, nicknamed appropriately Brom Bones, represents the
strength of America’s motherland, Great Britain. He is a formidable man, “a
burley, roaring, roystering blade ... the hero of the country round, which rung
with his feats of strength and hardihood” (Irving 972). He is powerful and
skilled, always coming out on top: “He was famed for great knowledge and skill
[in horsemanship] ... he was foremost at all races and cockfights, and with the
ascendancy which bodily strength always acquires in rustic life, was the umpire
of all disputes” (972). This strength, knowledge, and skill—along with his
competing interest in Katrina Van Tassel, the “apple” of Crane’s eye—makes
him “the formidable rival with whom Ichabod Crane had to contend” (973). And
although he is respected and admired—“The neighbours looked upon him with
a mixture of awe, admiration, and good-will” (973)—he can be a bit of a bully,
especially in said rivalry:

Ichabod became the object of whimsical persecution to Bones, and his gang of
rough riders. They harried his hitherto peaceful domain; smoked out his
singing school, by stopping up the chimney; broke in to the school-house at
night, in spite of its formidable fastening of withe and window stakes, and
turned everything topsy-turvy, so that the poor schoolmaster began to think all
the witches in the country held their meetings there. But what was still more
annoying, Brom took all opportunities of turning him into ridicule in the
presence of his mistress, and had a scoundrel dog, whom he taught to whine in
the most ludicrous manner, and introduced as a rival of Ichabod’s, to instruct
her in psalmody. (974)
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This list of grievances against Ichabod is reminiscent of the list of grievances
claimed in the Declaration of Independence. Brom Bones is the powerful,
respected rival of Crane, the slightly awkward underdog. And just as Great
Britain used its power and strength to worry the colonies and then later the
young American states, Brom uses his to harass Crane.

Katrina Van Tassel, daughter of the aforementioned Baltus Van Tassel,
completes this allegory of an adolescent America because she is the prize, the
treasure coveted by each nation—she represents power, honor, respect, and
abundant resources. She is described as “blooming ... plump as a partridge; ripe
and melting and rosy cheeked as one of her father’s peaches, and universally
famed” (970). The land of America is likewise copious in beauty, nature and
wildlife abounding, the land is lush, fresh, and immense. People from all around
the world would soon be immigrating to this new world in hopes of building a
better life. “So tempting a morsel” (970) she was, yes, but also difficult to
conquer: “Ichabod ... had to win his way to the heart of a country coquette,
beset with a labyrinth of whims and caprices, which were forever presenting
new difficulties and impediments, and he had to encounter a host of fearful
adversaries of real flesh and blood ... keeping a watchful and angry eye upon
each other” (972). Not only did many different countries and groups of people
lust over the ample land, but this new world also created a struggle for power.
Great Britain, the motherland, had been disowned by its young child. The
American colonies decided to break away from this unfair and oppressive
parent and start a life of their own, as a new nation. This budding nation,
youthful and inexperienced as it was, found it necessary to work its way up in
the world. This adolescent American had proved its ambition to be free, but
now hoped to gain the respect of the world, power in the world order, pride in
itself, and a sense of nationalism to infuse its people. Great Britain, however,
was struggling to maintain its own pride and power after its defeat to the
adolescent America; this once all-powerful empire wanted to uphold the
respect it had earned throughout history. Which country would ultimately
prove itself to be superior? This was the rivalry between the two nations. And
that is the rivalry between Ichabod Crane and Brom Bones: who is the better
man, who will win the girl and all her treasures, the respect, and the power?

While it appears clear that Irving’s tale is an allegory for a budding America and
the rivalry between this underdog and its stronger, older relative Great Britain,
some would disagree. Many critics, in fact, depict the rivalry as one between
the regions and cultures in New England, and label Ichabod as the “threat,” or
the bully. Donald Ringe boldly claims that “Ichabod Crane is clearly a
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Connecticut Yankee invading—and threatening—a New York Dutch society”
(455). Following suit, Daniel Hoffman calls Brom Bones Irving’s “realistic Dutch
frontiersman, who meets and bests a Yankee” (427). Their idea of Irving’s tale is
summed up by Lloyd Daigrepont, who argues that “Brom is no musclebound
bully, but rather a vigorous youth with a puckish spirit and a joyful exuberance
for life” (75), who simply “wishes to rid Sleepy Hollow of the threat of Ichabod

Crane” (76-77).

This claim that Brom Bones is the story’s hero and Crane the threatening force,
while intriguing, seems misguided, especially as Irving himself described Bones
as Crane’s “formidable rival” (973), as previously mentioned. In addition,
Jeffrey Insko points out that Irving’s “body of work includes ‘serious’ histories
(notably, biographies of George Washington and Christopher Columbus) and
fictional sketches—among them ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and ‘The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow’—that are themselves deeply concerned with matters historiographical”
(609). Regional conflicts in an adolescent America’s New England were much
more recent and current for Irving’s time than conflicts between America and
Great Britain. Levine and Krupat note these concerns: “There was a sense
during the 1790s and early 1800s ... that American nationalism was provisional,
vulnerable, fragile. The War of 1812, which emerged from trade disputes with
England, can therefore be seen as a war that, at least in part, spoke to
Americans’ desires to put an end to such anxiety by in effect reenacting the
American Revolution against England and winning a victory once and for all”
(931). Although the rivalry between America and its overseas lineage was
indeed current and ongoing, it extended a bit farther back into history. Before
there could be conflict between regions of the American nation, it had to
become a nation. The first major conflict was between America and Great
Britain.

7 L

When readers understand that the rivalry in Irving’s “The Legend of Sleepy of
Hollow” is not only between the opposing forces of two characters, but also
between an underdog and a powerful bully, then they can understand a central
allegory of the story: an allegory of a young and developing America. Irving
meant his tale to convey a warning to the budding nation: it is a reminder of its
vulnerability, its problems, and the obstacles and hardships that stand in the
way of its success. While Irving and other members of “the American literary
nationalism of the 1820s ... ultimately raised tough questions about the nation’s
future, about its strengths and vulnerabilities, and about its character and
potential as a democratic republic” (Levine and Krupat 934), these questions
and criticisms, along with “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow,” are not without a
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sense of hope or optimism. Readers should remember that “Ichabod is not
ultimately the loser in this legend. All he has lost is a farm girl’s love and a
measure of self-respect; the former was no real passion, the latter can be
repaired” (Hoffman 433-34). The American nation, like Ichabod, has the
potential to succeed: to grow up, to learn from mistakes, and then to thrive
against all odds.
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1.9 Understanding the Body of Monica’s Argument

Remember that the primary question readers ask of writers is “What do you think?”
Because claims are specific and debatable, however, writers cannot simply state
their claim. They must anticipate their readers’ new questions: “Why do you think
that?” and “How do you know?” To explain why she thinks as she does about
“Sleepy Hollow,” Monica begins each section of her paper with a subclaim, which is
a specific, debatable statement that supports the global claim from the
introduction. Let’s pull the subclaims out of the body of Monica’s paper so we can
look at them more closely:

¢ SC1: “The glen of Sleepy Hollow itself embodies the characteristics of
the fresh, new land of America.”

¢ SC2: “Ichabod Crane is essential to this allegory of the new nation,
because he is the representation of the American nation itself. The
description of this character does not conform to one of a strong
favorite, but to that of an underdog.”

¢ SC3: “Brom Van Brunt, nicknamed appropriately Brom Bones,
represents the strength of America’s motherland, Great Britain. He is a
formidable man ... powerful and skilled, always coming out on top.”

¢ SC4: “Katrina Van Tassel, daughter of the aforementioned Baltus Van
Tassel, completes this allegory of an adolescent America because she is
the prize, the treasure coveted by each nation—she represents power,
honor, respect, and abundant resources.”

Each of these subclaims advances one aspect of the global claim, helping round out
the ideas that Monica broaches in her introduction. Monica believes that Irving’s
story “is an allegory for the goals, the problems, and the livelihood of an adolescent
America” because “the description of [Ichabod] does not conform to one of a strong
favorite, but to that of an underdog.” She also believes as she does because “Katrina
Van Tassel...is the prize, the treasure coveted by each nation—she represents
power, honor, respect, and abundant resources.” We could say the same thing about
Monica’s other subclaims. None of these statements is self-evidently true; like the
global claim in the paper’s introduction, the subclaims are debatable statements.
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12. Warrants are the (often
unspoken) values and
assumptions that shape how
readers understand evidence
and the claims they believe
that evidence will support.
Warrants will be discussed
later in the chapter.

YOUR PROCESS

1. Do you sometimes struggle to move beyond your introduction and begin
writing the body of an assigned paper? Do you struggle with organizing
your thoughts over several pages? Jot down some thoughts about the
elements of writing that you struggle with.

2. You can practice developing effective reasons using the modules
“Distinguish between Reasons and Evidence”
(http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/?q=reasons/dist/LRSintheWild) and
“Choose a Parallel or Sequential Order for Your Reasons”
(http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/?g=reasons/ordering/
LRSinthewild)

Now that Monica has answered her readers’ questions, “What do you think?” and
“Why do you think that?” she must explain how she knows her ideas are true. To
answer “How do you know?” Monica supports each of her subclaims with a range of
evidence, both primary evidence (quotations from “Sleepy Hollow” itself) and
secondary evidence (quotations from scholars writing about the story or its
historical period). To demonstrate Ichabod’s “ambition,” for instance, Monica
quotes from Irving’s story directly: “‘In his devouring mind’s eye, he pictured to
himself every roasting pig running about with a pudding in its belly, and an apple in
its mouth; the pigeons were snugly put to bed in a comfortable pie, and tucked in
with a coverlet of crust; the geese were swimming in their own gravy; and the ducks
pairing cosily in dishes™ (Irving 971). This textual evidence grounds Monica’s
claims, helping readers see why she thinks what she thinks about Irving’s tale.

You should think carefully about how the evidence you quote supports the
subclaims you make. While the connections between your claims and evidence may
seem self-evident to you they may not be evident to your readers. Imagine, for
instance, if a report came out saying students from a particular school were
underperforming on their standardized tests. One person might see the report as
evidence the school needs more funding. Another person might see the same report
as evidence the school should be closed and its students sent elsewhere. Still
another might see the report as evidence that the system of standardized testing
doesn’t fairly evaluate students and should be changed. Readers interpret evidence
in light of their social, political, religious, and cultural values and assumptions.
Writing scholars call these underlying values and assumptions warrants'2, When
you use evidence, you should consider how different readers might interpret it, and
if you foresee dramatic differences, you should carefully explain how you arrived at
the connections you've drawn.
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The following is one example that will show you how warrants provide the logical
connection between claim and evidence. Most warrants are not directly stated but
implied, which makes it useful for you to articulate your warrants so that you can
concretely see the logical connection between claim and evidence:

Thesis Claim: “...Ichabod Crane and Brom Van Brunt are meant to be more than just
two characters with a rivalry—they are actually representations of the young
American nation and its ‘motherland,” Great Britain. When these allegories are
understood, and these opposing forces are revealed, readers will finally be able to
understand a central message behind Irving’s tale—it is an allegory for the goals,
the problems, and the livelihood of an adolescent America.”

¢ SC1: “The glen of Sleepy Hollow itself embodies the characteristics of
the fresh, new land of America.”

« Warrant: The glen symbolizes the new America, which is central to the
thesis since landscape, the geography, is essential to the allegory of
Crane as representative of the new America.

In addition, Monica supplements her direct textual evidence in her paper with
insights from other scholars, which also become counterclaims to her argument:
“Lloyd Daigrepont states that ‘Ichabod [also] represents the modern debasement of
imagination by materialism, a pious utilitarianism, and the idea of progress,
particularly as these were supported in early 19th-century America’ and goes so far
as to call Crane himself ‘a representative of progress’ (72, 73).” Secondary evidence
grants authority to Monica’s argument, demonstrating that she has studied
scholarly conversations around this work and is now engaging in those
conversations in her own writing.

YOUR PROCESS

1. You can practice incorporating evidence into your writing using the
modules “What Counts as Evidence” (http://redschoolhouse.org/
drupal/?g=evidence/what-counts/LRSintheWild) and “Explain Your

Evidence” (http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/evidence/explain/see-it).

The word “conversation” tells us quite a bit about why Monica’s argument works so
well. She maintains a tone of engagement with other scholars throughout the
paper, even when she disagrees with their ideas. In short, she answers yet another
question readers are likely to ask of writers: “Have you considered this other point
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of view?” Note the way Monica explains potential objections to her argument,
anticipating her readers’ skepticism about her argument.

While it appears clear that Irving’s tale is an allegory for a budding America and
the rivalry between this underdog and its stronger, older relative Great Britain,
some would disagree. Many critics, in fact, depict the rivalry as one between
the regions and cultures in New England, and label Ichabod as the “threat,” or
the bully. Donald Ringe boldly claims that “Ichabod Crane is clearly a
Connecticut Yankee invading—and threatening—a New York Dutch society”
(455). Following suit, Daniel Hoffman calls Brom Bones Irving’s “realistic Dutch
frontiersman, who meets and bests a Yankee” (427). Their idea of Irving’s tale is
summed up by Lloyd Daigrepont, who argues that “Brom is no musclebound
bully, but rather a vigorous youth with a puckish spirit and a joyful exuberance
for life,” who simply “wishes to rid Sleepy Hollow of the threat of Ichabod
Crane” (75, 76-77).

As in her introduction, Monica outlines an alternative argument carefully and
fairly. She quotes directly from scholars she disagrees with. Doing this doesn’t
undermine the points Monica wants to make about “Sleepy Hollow.” Instead, by
demonstrating her awareness of other possibilities, Monica demonstrates that her
argument comes from close consideration of the story and many potential
interpretations. Because Monica demonstrates her thorough research in the
paragraph just quoted, her rebuttal of those opinions in the following paragraph
has more force and authority.
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This claim that Brom Bones is the story’s hero and Crane the threatening force,
while intriguing, seems misguided, especially as Irving himself described Bones
as Crane’s “formidable rival” (973), as previously mentioned. In addition,
Jeffrey Insko points out that Irving’s “body of work includes ‘serious’ histories
(notably, biographies of George Washington and Christopher Columbus) and
fictional sketches—among them ‘Rip Van Winkle’ and ‘The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow’—that are themselves deeply concerned with matters historiographical”
(609). Regional conflicts in an adolescent America’s New England were much
more recent and current for Irving’s time than conflicts between America and
Great Britain. Levine and Krupat note these concerns:

There was a sense during the 1790s and early 1800s ... that American
nationalism was provisional, vulnerable, fragile. The War of 1812, which
emerged from trade disputes with England, can therefore be seen as a war that,
at least in part, spoke to Americans’ desires to put an end to such anxiety by in
effect reenacting the American Revolution against England and winning a
victory once and for all. (931)

Although the rivalry between America and its overseas lineage was indeed
current and ongoing, it extended a bit farther back into history. Before there
could be conflict between regions of the American nation, it had to become a
nation. The first major conflict was between America and Great Britain.

An effective academic writer considers multiple points of view in his or her writing.
Such writers persuade their readers to follow their opinions about literature
through carefully considered, well-organized claims, subclaims, and evidence.

YOUR PROCESS

1. You can practice responding to alternative points of view in your
writing using the modules “Accommodate Alternative Points of View”
(http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/AandR/alternatives/see-it) and
“Respond to the Substance of Readers’ Objections”
(http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/?q=AandR/objections/
LRSinthewild).
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1.10 Conclusion to the Introduction

As you write papers in your literature class (and indeed, in most of your college
classes), keep the following questions in mind. Imagine your readers asking you
such questions:

What do you think about this story/poem/play/essay?
Why do you think that?

How do you know your ideas are right?

Have you considered this or that alternative idea?

= WoN e

If you consistently answer these questions in your papers, you will develop your
skills of academic argument. Remember, academic argument is not a battleground,
and it’s not about yelling the loudest. Instead, academic argument is a conversation
among people interested in the same topic.

What’s more, you do not have to convince everyone that your opinion is correct. For
instance, you may not have been convinced by Monica’s argument about “The
Legend of Sleepy Hollow.” Perhaps there are essential details you noticed when
reading the story that you feel Monica didn’t sufficiently address. Your
disagreement doesn’t mean that Monica’s argument is invalid; by the same token,
your disagreement doesn’t mean that your reading of the story is misguided.
Instead of worrying about whose ideas are “correct,” you should instead think of
such moments of disagreement as invitations to join the scholarly conversation
surrounding a literary work. In this example, you could write your own argument
that presents Monica’s ideas as the “common ground” that you would then respond
to by making your own claims and subclaims and supporting them with the
evidence you feel Monica overlooked.

There’s no single, “correct” interpretation for any work of literature. Of course,
there are some interpretations that readers will find more persuasive than others.
By learning about the different schools of literary theory presented in this book,
you will hopefully learn to construct arguments about literature that many readers
are more likely to find persuasive. In short, we will teach you how to engage in the
conversations of academic argument.
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1.11 End-of-Chapter Assessment

KEY TAKEAWAYS

« Literary theories are intellectual tools that allow you to understand and
explicate texts in a variety of ways. By learning different literary
theories, you will become more confident in assessing novels, stories,
poems, plays, and essays in class and beyond.

« Different schools of literary theory prioritize certain concerns for
talking about literature while deemphasizing others: for example,
readers’ responses, gender, sexuality, or race.

+ Most skilled writers compose not in fits of inspiration but through the
writing process, which includes the following steps: prewriting,
researching, outlining, drafting, revising, seeking feedback, and re-
revising.

« Literary scholars usually engage with their theories through academic
argument; they make claims, support those claims with evidence, and
respond directly to the ideas of other critics.

¢ You learned about the importance of the writing process, including peer
review and the strategies for conducting peer review.

¢ You should think about writing as a dialogue between you, the writer,
and your readers. Try to anticipate the questions they will have about
your claims and respond to those questions directly in your argument.
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WRITING EXERCISES

1. Freewriting exercise. You've probably heard the word “theory” before,
perhaps in science classes. Spend ten minutes writing about how your
understanding of literary theory developed as you read this chapter
compared to your previous understanding of the word theory. What
similarities do you see between literary theories and theories in other
fields? What differences? Why do you think different fields all employ
this word?

2. Try to outline an argument you’ve had at some time in your life. For this

exercise we don’t mean an academic argument. No, we mean an

argument with a friend, sibling, parent, or maybe even a teacher! Think

about that argument using the terms we introduced in this chapter.
What claims did you make? What claims did your interlocutor make in
response? Did either of you employ evidence? What kind of evidence?
Can you create a diagram of the argument’s major elements? Once
you've charted the argument, discuss it with your classmates. How do
the elements of that “real” argument compare with the elements of
academic argument you learned about in this chapter?
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1.11 End-of-Chapter Assessment

they usually know when someone makes a persuasive case
(during a conversation, say), and usually they know when
someone’s case is weak (to put it crudely: they know when to call
“BS!” on someone). They don’t usually think of these instincts as
applicable to academic discourse. For this exercise, then, you will
stage academic argument as a debate, which is a genre that even
writing-phobic students often jump into with gusto. Divide the
class into groups and then pose at least two broad, genuinely
open questions about the work you’re reading in class (for
instance, “Is Huckleberry Finn a racist novel?”).

Assign pairs of groups to debate each question, with one group
arguing each side of the debate. Give each group fifteen minutes
to prepare their “case” for the debate. Instruct each group to
nominate a speaker. At the end of their time, groups must
present their case in turn. The groups working on the other
question(s) will vote to determine the debate “winner.” If you
have time, you could also have a second round, giving each group
five minutes to prepare rebuttals after each group has presented
their initial arguments.

Finally, follow up on these debates by asking students to identify
the parts of academic argument within the points they made
during the debate. What claims did they make? What subclaims?
What kinds of evidence did they use to support their claims? Did
they respond to their opponents’ points or ignore them?

2. During the latter half of this chapter, we referred students to the
University of Virginia’s wonderful Little Red Schoolhouse Online (LRSO), a

site that helps students learn the principles of effective academic

argument. If you’re interested in incorporating LRSO more fully into
your class, see the site’s overview of “Teaching with the Schoolhouse”

(http://redschoolhouse.org/drupal/welcome#4).

INSTRUCTOR SUPPLEMENT: CLASS EXERCISES

1. Students understand many of the basic principles of argument;
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Chapter 2

Writing about Form: Developing the Foundations of Close

SIS

Reading

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Understand the theory of New Criticism as the foundation for close
reading.

Apply the New Critical methodology to works of literature.

Engage in the writing process of a peer writer, including peer review.
Review and evaluate a variety of New Critical papers by peer writers.
Draft and revise a New Critical paper on a literary work.
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2.1 Literary Snapshot: Through the Looking-Glass

Lewis Carroll is most famous for two books: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland
(1865)Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. With Forty-Two Illustrations by
John Tenniel (New York: D. Appleton, 1927; University of Virginia Library Electronic
Text Center, 1998), http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html. and
Through the Looking-Glass (1872).Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass and What
Alice Found There (New York: Macmillan, 1899; University of Virginia Library
Electronic Text Center, 1993), http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/
CarGlas.html. These books follow the adventures of seven-year-old Alice, who
tumbles down a rabbit hole (Wonderland) and enters a magic mirror (Looking-Glass),
both of which lead her to a nonsensical world of the imagination. If you have not
already read these classic books—or wish to reread them—you can access them at
the following links:

http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarGlas.html

Alice finds herself challenged to make sense of a world inhabited by odd
creatures—some human, some not—who exist in a world that seems like nonsense.
Throughout her adventures, Alice attempts to apply logic to her experiences; in
other words, Alice tries to interpret and find meaning in Wonderland and Looking-
Glass Land.

Alice acts like a literary critic.

One scene in Through the Looking-Glass will be the keynote of this chapter, as we see
Alice encountering Humpty Dumpty, who proceeds to interpret a poem that Alice
stumbled on earlier in her journey.

Carroll sets the scene:

There was a book lying near Alice on the table, and while she sat watching the
White King (for she was still a little anxious about him, and had the ink all ready to
throw over him, in case he fainted again), she turned over the leaves, to find some

part that she could read, “—for it’s all in some language I don’t know,” she said to
herself.
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It was like this.

YKCOWREBBAJ

sevot yhtils eht dna,gillirb sawT*

:ebaw eht ni elbmig dna eryg diD
,sevagorob eht erew ysmim IIA

.ebargtuo shtar emom eht dnA

She puzzled over this for some time, but at last a bright thought struck her. “Why,
it’s a Looking-glass book, of course! And if I hold it up to a glass, the words will all
go the right way again.”

This was the poem that Alice read.

JABBERWOCKY

‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe:
All mimsy were the borogoves,

And the mome raths outgrabe.

"Beware the jabberwock, my son.

The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!
Beware the jubjub bird, and shun

The frumious Bandersnatch!”

He took his vorpal sword in hand:

Long time the manxome foe he sought—
So rested he by the Tumtum tree,

And stood awhile in thought.

And as in uffish thought he stood,
The jabberwock, with eyes of flame,
Came whiffling through the tulgey wood,
And burbled as it came!

One, twol One, two! And through and through
The vorpal blade went snicker-snack!
He left it dead, and with its head
He went galumphing back.

“And hast thou slain the jabberwock?

Come to my arms, my beamish boy!
O frabjous day! Callooh! Callay!”

He chortled in his joy.

‘Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;

All mimsy were the borogoves,
And the mome raths outgrabe.

“It seems very pretty,” she said when she had finished it, “but it’s rather hard to
understand!” (You see she didn’t like to confess, ever to herself, that she couldn’t

2.1 Literary Snapshot: Through the Looking-Glass
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make it out at all.) “Somehow it seems to fill my head with ideas—only I don’t
exactly know what they are! However, somebody killed something: that’s clear, at any
rate—"Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass and What Alice Found There (New York:
Macmillan, 1899; University of Virginia Library Electronic Text Center, 1993), chap.
1, http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarGlas.html.

Hlustration by Sir John Tenniel for Lewis Carroll’s Through the LookingGlass and What Alice Found There (1872).

We have all felt like Alice. What is that creature I'm battling? Sometimes poetry is
the Jabberwock. Have you ever read Wallace Stevens’s “The Emperor of Ice-Cream”?
Let’s do so now:

The Emperor of Ice-Cream

Call the roller of big cigars,
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The muscular one, and bid him whip

In kitchen cups concupiscent curds.

Let the wenches dawdle in such dress

As they are used to wear, and let the boys

Bring flowers in last month’s newspapers.

Let be be finale of seem.

The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.

Take from the dresser of deal,

Lacking the three glass knobs, that sheet

On which she embroidered fantails once

And spread it so as to cover her face.

If her horny feet protrude, they come

To show how cold she is, and dumb.

Let the lamp affix its beam.

The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.Wallace Stevens, “The Emperor of
Ice-Cream,” Poets.org, http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/15744.

Some may find Stevens’s poem as confusing as “Jabberwocky.” And like Alice, we

desire to understand, to find meaning in order to appreciate the literary work. This

2.1 Literary Snapshot: Through the Looking-Glass
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is where a close reading, which focuses on form, becomes the foundation of all
literary analysis.

CLASS PROCESS

1. Read “The Emperor of Ice-Cream” aloud in class at least three times.

2. Break up students into groups of three or four. If in an online class, set
up a method for students to share ideas in a similar group and then a
way to discuss the results with the entire class.

3. Have the students discuss the poem, eventually making a claim about
what the poem means.

4. List the student-group interpretations on the blackboard, whiteboard,
or other high- or low-tech medium.

5. Guide the students through potential interpretations of the poem.

6. Compare the class’s interpretations with those of literary critics, which
are summarized at http://www.english.illinois.edu/maps/poets/s z
stevens/emperor.htm.

7. Discuss differences in the interpretation.

Return of the Jabberwock

See, you did feel like Alice. She states that “somebody killed something” after her
initial reading, but she realizes that her interpretation is not yet adequate. She
needs to dig deeper in the text to extract more meaning. And here is where she
meets Humpty Dumpty, who professes to be an excellent literary critic.

Let’s listen in again. If you wish, you can hear an audio recording of this encounter
at http://ia600209.us.archive.org/8/items/looking-glass_librivox/

lookingglass 06_carroll 64kb.mp3.

“You seem very clever at explaining words, Sir,” said Alice. “Would you kindly tell
me the meaning of the poem called ‘Jabberwocky’?”

“Let’s hear it,” said Humpty Dumpty. “I can explain all the poems that were ever
invented—and a good many that haven’t been invented just yet.”

This sounded very hopeful, so Alice repeated the first verse:

(331

Twas brillig, and the slithy toves
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Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;

All mimsy were the borogoves,

And the mome raths outgrabe.”

“That’s enough to begin with,” Humpty Dumpty interrupted: “there are plenty of
hard words there. ‘Brillig’ means four o’clock in the afternoon—the time when you
begin broiling things for dinner.”

“That’ll do very well,” said Alice: “and ‘slithy’?”

“Well, ‘slithy’ means ‘lithe and slimy.” ‘Lithe’ is the same as ‘active.” You see it’s like a
portmanteau—there are two meanings packed up into one word.”

“I see it now,” Alice remarked thoughtfully: “and what are ‘toves’?”

“Well, ‘toves’ are something like badgers—they’re something like lizards—and
they’re something like corkscrews.”

“They must be very curious looking creatures.”

“They are that,” said Humpty Dumpty: “also they make their nests under sun-
dials—also they live on cheese.”

“And what’s the ‘gyre’ and to ‘gymble’?”

“To ‘gyre’ is to go round and round like a gyroscope. To ‘gimble’ is to make holes like
a gimlet.”

“And ‘the wabe’ is the grass-plot round a sun-dial, I suppose?” said Alice, surprised
at her own ingenuity.

“Of course it is. It’s called ‘wabe,” you know, because it goes a long way before it, and
a long way behind it—"

“And a long way beyond it on each side,” Alice added.
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“Exactly so. Well, then, ‘mimsy’ is ‘flimsy and miserable’ (there’s another
portmanteau for you). And a ‘borogove’ is a thin shabby-looking bird with its
feathers sticking out all round—something like a live mop.”

“And then ‘mome raths’?’ said Alice. “I'm afraid I'm giving you a great deal of
trouble.”

“Well, a ‘rath’ is a sort of green pig: but ‘mome’ I'm not certain about. I think it’s
short for ‘from home’—meaning that they’d lost their way, you know.”

“And what does ‘outgrabe’ mean?”

“Well, ‘outgrabing’ is something between bellowing and whistling, with a kind of
sneeze in the middle: however, you'll hear it done, maybe—down in the wood
yonder—and when you’ve once heard it you’ll be quite content. Who’s been
repeating all that hard stuff to you?”

“Iread it in a book,” said Alice.Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass and What Alice
Found There (New York: Macmillan, 1899; University of Virginia Library Electronic
Text Center, 1993), chap. 6, http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/
CarGlas.html.

Carroll, of course, is parodying the literary critic, for Humpty Dumpty’s
interpretation is even more nonsensical than the poem itself! Yet we must give the
egg some credit: he attempts to interpret a difficult poem—he performs as a literary
critic by providing an interpretation of “Jabberwocky.”

This chapter will be your guide as you interpret a piece of literature and formulate
a critical analysis around that interpretation. Let’s hope that your reading is a bit
more on target than our silly friend’s!

YOUR PROCESS

1. Do you remember a literary work you read that seemed difficult to
understand? What was the work? Why did—or do—you have trouble
interpreting the work?

2. Would you be up to a challenge—to take that work and venture a close
reading of it? If not, choose a literary work that you find interesting to
write a paper on.
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2.2 The Foundations of New Criticism: An Overview

John Donne (1572-1631), the great metaphysical poet, provides a metaphor that is
useful for close reading. In “The Canonization” (1633) he writes:

We’ll build sonnets pretty rooms;
As well a well-wrought urn becomes
The greatest ashes, as half-acre tombs,
And by these hymns, all shall approve

Us canonized for Love.John Donne, “The Canonization,” Poetry Foundation,
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/173353.

Another poet returns to the same metaphor 118 years later. Thomas Gray, in “Elegy
Written in a Country Churchyard” (1751), writes:

Can storied urn or animated bust

Back to its mansion call the fleeting breath?Thomas Gray, “Elegy Written in a
Country Courtyard,” Poetry Foundation, http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/
173564.

Both Donne and Gray use the image of the urn in their poetry. An urn, according to
the Oxford English Dictionary (OED), is “an earthenware or metal vessel or vase of a
rounded or ovaloid form and with a circular base, used by various peoples
especially in former times...to preserve the ashes of the dead. Hence vaguely used
(esp. poet.) for ‘a tomb or sepulchre, the grave.”” Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “urn.”
Donne and Gray use the urn poetically, or metaphorically, for the urn is an image, a
container to hold poetic meaning. To Donne, the poet can “build sonnets pretty
rooms; / As well a well-wrought urn becomes”; to Gray the urn becomes “storied”
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1. An image that reflects the
central tenet of New Critical
close reading—to focus solely
on the literary work as a self-
contained artistic object.

2. The name for the literary
theory movement that
developed in the 1940s that
demands that a critic
concentrate on the literary
work itself to find the harmony
and unity of the work that
reflects an ultimate truth.

or an “animated bust” capable of containing stories and meaning. As an image,
then, the urn becomes symbolic: poets argue that a poem is like an urn, a container
for artistic meaning.

Let’s add one final component to our urn image. Jump ahead another sixty-nine
years from Gray’s poem and read John Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (1820). At the
end of this poem, Keats writes:

When old age shall this generation waste,

Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe

Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say’st,

‘Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all

Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.’John Keats, “Ode on a Grecian Urn,” in
The Oxford Book of English Verse, ed. Sir Arthur Thomas Quiller-Couch (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1919; Bartleby.com, 1999), http://www.bartleby.com/101/625.html.

Donne’s “well-wrought urn'” became the title of a book by Cleanth Brooks—The
Well-Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (1947)Cleanth Brooks, The Well-
Wrought Urn: Studies in the Structure of Poetry (San Diego: Harcourt Brace, 1956).—a
central manifesto of the New Criticism. New Criticism is synonymous with close
reading, so the urn becomes an important symbol for the New Critics: the urn as
artistic container of beauty and meaning represents the New Critical enterprise. A
poem, a play, a novel, a short story is like a “storied urn” or “well-wrought urn,”
capable of conveying poetic beauty and truth. Even if the poem is “Jabberwocky”!

In all likelihood, you have already practiced New Criticism? the close reading of a
poem, short story, or longer narrative that focuses on the unity of that work. When
you examine a short story for its character development, a drama for its plot
construction, or a poem for its imagery, you are reading as a New Critic, looking at
the literary work through the lens of close reading. In a sense, New Critical close
reading is at the heart of every form of literary analysis you do, regardless of the
theoretical approach taken. Thus it becomes essential that you become proficient in
close readings of texts, for this skill is the foundation of all forms of literary
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criticism. If you cannot read a text closely and analyze it, you will have difficulty
reading from any critical perspective.

YOUR PROCESS

1. List the papers, if any, you have written in high school or college using
the close reading approach.

2. Describe your experience writing such papers.

3. What challenges or questions do you remember having as you were
working on these papers?

4. On which literary work have you decided to write your paper?

5. What are the fundamental questions you have about this work?

Focus on New Critical Strategies

The New Critics, as we discussed, regard a literary work as an urn—a well-wrought,
storied urn, or a Grecian urn. As Keats writes, this urn contains not only beauty but
also truth: a work of literature has some objective meaning that is integral to its
artistic design. In other words, literature is the art of conveying truth about the
world. Thus the New Critics view the study of literature as an inherently valuable
enterprise; literary criticism, it follows, is fruitful because it clarifies art by
assigning a truth value to this art. To quote the nineteenth-century poet and critic
Matthew Arnold, as he writes in The Function of Criticism at the Present Time (1865),
literature reflects “the best that is known and thought in the world.”Matthew
Arnold, Function of Criticism in the Present Time (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger, 2010) . To
the New Critics, as you can see, literature—in particular the analysis of it—was a
profound activity.

A central concern of the New Critics is to understand how meaning and form
interweave into a total artistic effect, the well-wrought urn. A New Critical reading
assumes that the literary work has an organic structure that leads to unity or
harmony in the work. An important concern for New Critics, consequently, is to
show how meaning is achieved or dependent on the organic structure—the
form—of the work. A New Critical reading, then, focuses on the various elements of
literature that complement and create the theme.

Basic Philosophy of Close Reading

A New Critic’s toolbox will hold those elements of literature that allow for the
discussion of form and technique as it applies to meaning. Since New Critics
perform a close reading of the text to illustrate how structure and theme are
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3. Fallacy committed when
readers equate meaning with
the author’s intended meaning.
New Critics argue that since a
literary work belongs to the
readers, to the public, the work
must be isolated from what the
author may have intended in
the work.

. Interpretation error
committed when a critic uses
an author’s life as a frame of
reference to interpret a work
of literature.

. A reading fallacy produced
when a critic brings in his or
her personal feelings about
how a literary work moves
them. Reader-response theory,
covered in Chapter 6 "Writing
about Readers: Applying
Reader-Response Theory" of
this book, is a direct challenge
to this tenet of New Criticism.

. An interpretive error that
happens when readers
artificially separate meaning
from the structure or form of
the literary work.

inseparable, they are eager to tell us both how to read and how not to read. They
identify various fallacies of reading that must be avoided:

The Intentional Fallacy

The intentional fallacy® occurs when readers claim to understand an author’s
intended meaning for a work of literature. The New Critics believed that a literary
work belongs to the readers, to the public, which suggests that we should read the
work isolated from what the author may have said about the work. In other words,
the critic never knows specifically what the author intended. Indeed, an author may
have conveyed meanings he or she did not intend at all, but those meanings are still
present in their work. The literary critic, then, must concentrate solely on the
extrinsic formal qualities of the poem, play, short story, or novel.

The Biographical Fallacy

Related to the intentional fallacy is the biographical fallacy®, which, as you might
suspect, is committed when you use an author’s life as a frame of reference to
interpret a work of art. The New Critics took painstaking measures to keep the
focus on the work of art itself.

The Affective Fallacy

The affective fallacy’ is produced when the critic brings in his or her personal
feelings about how a literary work moves them. While New Critics were aware that
many readers found meaning in the emotional impact of literature, they were
careful to distinguish between subjective emotional responses and objective critical
statements about a literary work. Critics, then, should stick closely to the work of
art, eliminating the author’s intention from consideration, and they should also
eliminate their emotional involvement in the reading experience. We discover later
in our study that many critical theories—psychoanalytic and reader-response
theories, in particular—are diametrically opposed to New Criticism: both
psychoanalytic and reader-response theories highlight the way a literary work
affects a reader’s emotional and intellectual responses.

The Heresy of Paraphrase

Finally, the New Critics warned against the heresy of paraphrase®, which happens
when readers artificially separate meaning from structure or form. You have
probably fallen into this trap once or twice when you concentrated on summarizing
a work’s plot rather than analyzing its meaning. New Criticism teaches us not to
assign a meaning to a literary work unless that meaning can be supported by a close
examination of the artistic elements of the text. To say that Keats’s “Ode on a
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7.

10.

An opposition or conflict
within a work of literature that
seems to disrupt its
unity—what some might see as
a potential flaw in the “well-
wrought urn,” but New Critics
argue is part of its complex
design. A New Critic strives to
find unity or harmony by
relieving any perceived tension
or unresolved issue that
challenges the integrity of a
literary work.

. The uncertainty over meaning

when a literary work seems
unclear—or
contradictory—about a literary
element of theme. New Critics
desire to harmonize any
ambiguity.

. A statement of perceived

meaning that seems to
contradict itself but after close
analysis may actually not be
contradictory. A New Critic
finds in paradox a strategy for
demonstrating the unity of the
literary work that harmonizes
the apparent contradiction.

Irony happens when a reader
recognizes a reality different
from the appearance. For the
New Critics, irony was a
sophisticated literary
technique that helped a writer
bring complexity—and unity
and harmony—to the work.

Grecian Urn” is about the death of a migrant worker fails to acknowledge that the
poem does not support such a reading. Humpty Dumpty, in fact, could be accused of
the heresy of paraphrase, as Amy Chisnell explores in her student paper later in the
chapter.

In review, a close reading, as defined by the New Critics, focuses narrowly on the
literary work as a well-wrought urn. All we need for our interpretation is the
literary work itself, where we examine how the artistry of the work leads to a larger
theme that reflects the truth value of the work. Easy to state, more difficult to do!
So let’s now turn to see how a close reading can be connected to the writing process
itself.

YOUR PROCESS

1. How do you react to such rules that define the philosophy of New
Critical close reading?

2. What do you see as the strengths to such an approach?

3. What do you see as some of the limits to this approach?

The Writing Process and the Protocols of Close Reading

If New Critics provide us with so many strategies for not reading a text, they should
present us with strategies for reading texts. And they do. They suggest protocols of
reading that are the heart of traditional close readings of texts. In a nutshell, a close
reading exposes a problem or issue that needs examination to bring unity to the
work; a close reading demonstrates how a literary work’s meaning is unified,
balanced, and harmonized by its aesthetic—or literary—structure. Your close
reading, then, often identifies a tension’ or ambiguity®—the issue or problem—that
can be resolved by showing that the literary work achieves unity even in the
apparent tension or ambiguity. Consequently, the critic can often examine how
language creates tension through paradox’ or irony'. Paradox (when something
appears contradictory or discordant, but finally proves to be actually true) and
irony (when a perceived meaning or intention is eventually found not to be
accurate) are a result of a writer’s use of language in a metaphorical way.
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YOUR PROCESS

1. Read Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” (http://www.bartleby.com/101/
625.html).

2. Examine the last two lines of the poem (49-50).

3. Do you think the urn is speaking the lines at the end? Does it matter?

4. Read Cleanth Brooks’s interpretation of the ending lines
(http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html).

5. Then read the following overview.

There is no more famous example of a professional critical reading than Cleanth
Brooks’s “Keats’s Sylvan Historian: History without Footnotes.”Cleanth Brooks,
“Keats’s Sylvan Historian: History without Footnotes,” Mr. Bauld’s English,
http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html. You can access the essay at
http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html.

Brooks’s reading of Keats’s “Ode on a Grecian Urn” begins by disagreeing with T. S.
Eliot, who believed the concluding lines of the poem—*“Beauty is truth, truth
beauty”—constituted a major flaw in the poem, for, as Brooks relates, “the troubling
assertion is apparently an intrusion upon the poem—does not grow out of it—is not
dramatically accommodated to it.”Cleanth Brooks, “Keats’s Sylvan Historian:
History without Footnotes,” Mr. Bauld’s English, http://www.mrbauld.com/
keatsurn.html. Eliot feels the urn’s speech doesn’t make much sense—and that the
statement simply isn’t true. Brooks sets out to counter Eliot and prove that the
poem is unified around the central paradox of the poem: “What is the relation of
the beauty (the goodness, the perfection) of a poem to the truth or falsity of what it
seems to assert?”

Brooks contends that the poem is “a parable on the nature of poetry, and of art in
general” and that the concluding lines must be taken in the “total context of the
poem.”Cleanth Brooks, “Keats’s Sylvan Historian: History without Footnotes,” Mr.
Bauld’s English, http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html. When read in this
manner, the urn’s speech was “‘in character,” was dramatically appropriate, [and]
was properly prepared for.”Cleanth Brooks, “Keats’s Sylvan Historian: History
without Footnotes,” Mr. Bauld’s English, http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html.
To support his contention, Brooks provides a stanza-by-stanza close reading in
which he suggests that the paradox of the speaking urn is naturally part of each
stanza and related to a key thematic concept: the poem highlights the tension
between bustling life depicted on the urn and the frozen vignettes of the “Cold
Pastoral.” Brooks concludes, “If the urn has been properly dramatized, if we have
followed the development of the metaphors, if we have been alive to the paradoxes
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which work throughout the poem, perhaps then, we shall be prepared for the
enigmatic, final paradox which the ‘silent form’ utters.””’Cleanth Brooks, “Keats’s
Sylvan Historian: History without Footnotes,” Mr. Bauld’s English,
http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html. In concluding his essay, Brooks warns
readers not to fall into the trap of paraphrase, for we must ultimately focus on “the
world-view, or ‘philosophy,’ or ‘truth’ of the poem as a whole in terms of its dramatic
wholeness” (Brooks’s emphasis).Cleanth Brooks, “Keats’s Sylvan Historian: History
without Footnotes,” Mr. Bauld’s English, http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html.

Brooks’s reading of Keats’s ode is an exemplar of New Critical reading. Remember, a
close reading will examine a literary work and find some objective meaning (a
theme) that is harmonized with structure, thus balancing theme and form.

Implementing the Reading Protocols: A Strategy

To perform a close reading, use the following strategy:

1. Identify a tension or ambiguity in the literary work, the “problem”
that needs to be solved by a close reading. In other words, your
interpretation will highlight a theme or meaning that resides in the
work.

2. Demonstrate how the work sustains or achieves this meaning through
its artistic “principle of composition,” which might include an
examination of the following:

° imagery

o character

o plot

> symbol

o setting

o point of view

o language use (i.e., denotation, connotation, metaphor, simile,
personification, rhythm)

Of course, the principle of composition is determined by the literary
genre you are analyzing (i.e., short story, poetry, drama, novel). By
showing that #1 is dependent on #2, you present a New Critical
interpretation reflecting how meaning is integral to theme.
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2.3 Close Reading Strategies: A Process Approach

To review, New Criticism provides us with concrete strategies to use when we read
and interpret works of literature. Such reading and interpreting, however, never
happens after just a first reading; in fact, all critics—New Critics and the others we
examine later in this text—reread works multiple times before venturing an
interpretation. You can see, then, the connection between reading and writing: as
Chapter 1 "Introduction: What Is Literary Theory and Why Should I Care?"
indicates, writers create multiple drafts before settling for a finished product
(writing is never adequately “finished”); the writing process, in turn, is dependent
on the multiple rereadings the writer has performed to gather evidence for the
paper. It’s important that you integrate the reading and writing process together.
As a model, use the following ten-step plan as you write using New Critical theory:

1. Carefully read the work you will analyze.

2. Formulate a general question after your initial reading that identifies a
problem—a tension—that is fruitful for discussion.

3. Reread the work, paying particular attention to the question you posed.
Take notes, which should be focused on your central question. Write an
exploratory journal entry or blog post that allows you to play with ideas.

4. Construct a working thesis that makes a claim about the work and
accounts for the following:

1. What does the work mean?

2. How does the work artistically demonstrate the theme you've
identified?

3. “So what” is significant about the work? That is, why is it
important for you to write about this work? What will readers
learn from reading your interpretation?

5. Reread the text to gather textual evidence for support. What literary
devices are used to achieve theme?

6. Construct an informal outline that demonstrates how you will support
your interpretation.

7. Write a first draft.

8. Receive feedback from peers and your instructor via peer review and
conferencing with your instructor (if possible).

9. Revise the paper, which will include revising your original thesis
statement and restructuring your paper to best support the thesis.
Note: You probably will revise many times, so it is important to receive
feedback at every draft stage if possible.

10. Edit and proofread for correctness, clarity, and style.
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We recommend that you follow this process for every paper that you write from
this textbook. Of course, these steps can be modified to fit your writing process, but
the plan does ensure that you will engage in a thorough reading of the text as you
work through the writing process, which demands that you allow plenty of time for
reading, reflecting, writing, reviewing, and revising.

Peer Reviewing

A central stage in the writing process is the feedback stage, in which you receive
revision suggestions from classmates and your instructor. By receiving feedback on
your paper, you will be able to make more intelligent revision decisions.
Furthermore, by reading and responding to your peers’ papers, you become a more
astute reader, which will help when you revise your own papers. In Chapter 10
"Appendix A: Peer Review Sheets", you will find peer-review sheets for each
chapter.

YOUR PROCESS

1. Have you partaken in peer review before? Describe this experience.
2. Do you regularly get feedback from others on your writing (no matter
for which class)? Why or why not?
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2.4 Student Writer at Work: Kelly Ann Wolslegel’s Close Reading of Edna
St. Vincent Millay’s “Love Is Not All”

The New Critics are particularly fond of poetry, especially poetry that is complex
and ambiguous. The New Critics feel that poetry, in its reliance on all the nuances of
language for effect, best reflects the concept that literature is a unified organism.
Thus New Critics are able to find unity in the well-wrought poem.

Kelly’s paper analyzes a love poem by Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-1950). Please
read the poem before examining Kelly’s paper.

Love Is Not All
Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink
Nor slumber nor a roof against the rain;
Nor yet a floating spar to men that sink
And rise and sink and rise and sink again;
Love can not fill the thickened lung with breath,
Nor clean the blood, nor set the fractured bone;
Yet many a man is making friends with death
Even as I speak, for lack of love alone.
It well may be that in a difficult hour,
Pinned down by pain and moaning for release,

Or nagged by want past resolution’s power,
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I might be driven to sell your love for peace,

Or trade the memory of this night for food.

It well may be. I do not think I would.Edna St. Vincent Millay, “Love Is Not All,”
PoemHunter.com, http://www.poemhunter.com/poem/love-is-not-all.

Watch Kelly’s writing process as she moves from exploring ideas informally, to
outlining, and to producing a final product. Kelly wrote numerous drafts and
received feedback from peers (using the peer-review sheets) to accomplish her
writing task—to perform a New Critical close reading of a piece of literature.
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KELLY’S PROCESS

Exploratory Journal Entry

I have chosen to write my essay on Edna St. Vincent Millay’s poem “Love Is
Not All.” I read this poem the first time during my sophomore year of high
school. I like it so much I put it in a Forensics reading and made it all the
way to state! So I hope my luck holds!

The poem seems to set up a tension about love. It starts by pointing out the
things that love cannot do. It ends with the notion that some may die from a
lack of love. I think the key to this poem lies in how the reader interprets
the last line. It can be read with doubt or with affirmation. I guess the poem
works on ambiguity and paradox. Love cannot feed us or shelter us from the
elements. However, love can break hearts and put people in a state of
depression. Lack of food can kill someone, but the misery of a heart-break
can have the same effect. Don’t I know that!! Love cannot quench, but it has
the power to fulfill one’s emotional needs. Love has a power of its own, but it
is not all-powerful.

The realist in me is telling me that Millay is ending this poem with a hint of
questioning. However, the romantic in me is telling me that she says the last
line with affirmation—indirectly stating that there is no replacement for
love. I don’t know yet how to say this in my paper and get my point across
effectively. But then again, maybe the “title” gives it away—love is not
“meat nor drink.” Ok, I guess after writing this little bit that she would not
sell love for food, even though people can live physically without love, but
not food. Love seems very ironic to Millay, yet she seems to say that one can
have both love and basic necessities. This poem seemed so simple, but now it
is so complex. I think I'll see if our library has any helpful sources.
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Working Thesis

The poem “Love Is Not All” by Edna St. Vincent Millay is an ironic poem that
suggests that even though love is not needed for survival, it is still necessary for
human existence.

Working Outline of Ideas
Love Is Not:

* meat

+ drink

+ slumber

+ roof (against the rain)

+ mast (spar to men that sink and rise)
+ breath

+ blood

* bone
Irony: love is so powerful, but it is not physically essential
However:
Some would kill themselves b/c of a “lack of love”
But:
Maybe some would surpass love for food—trade it or sell it
Question:
Narrator—would I give love away for essential: food, etc.?

Affirmation:

2.4 Student Writer at Work: Kelly Ann Wolslegel’s Close Reading of Edna St. Vincent Millay’s “Love Is Not All”
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Love is more valuable that food, etc. Love is irreplaceable because there is no
other emotion like it.

Ending tension:

“I do not think I would.” Seems uncertain, thus reaffirming the ambiguity and
tension of the poem.

Revised Thesis

Edna St. Vincent Millay’s poem “Love Is Not All” is centered around a paradox:
love is not needed for physical survival but seems needed for emotional
survival. The poem displays this by paradox and tension.
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Final Draft

Kelly Ann Wolslegel

Professor John Pennington

Introduction to Literature

April 25, 20-

The Ambiguity of Love: Millay’s “Love Is Not All”

Edna St. Vincent Millay’s poem “Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink,” sonnet
xxx in the sonnet sequence Fatal Interview (1931), affirms the fact that love
cannot fulfill our basic human needs, yet it has an undefinable power. The
speaker in the poem writes to her lover, it appears, after a night of passion and
contemplates the ultimate power of love. Using the sonnet form, the traditional
form for love poetry, the speaker points out that because there is no other
emotion quite like the many-faceted emotion of love, it is utterly irreplaceable.
However, the poem also claims that love cannot feed the hungry, provide
shelter from the elements, or heal physical pain, for these basic needs must be
met to maintain a happy human existence. Thus the poem is based on a tension
or ambiguity about love: on the one hand, love is useless for physical survival;
on the other hand, it is essential for emotional survival. Millay’s poem is
structured on such a paradox and provides a tentative resolution: though “Love
is not all: it is not meat nor drink,” the poem suggests that love is still an
essential ingredient for happiness because it emotionally fulfills a need that is
lacking in the physical world.

The poem can be broken into three parts or movements: the first movement
(1-6) tells the reader what love is incapable of doing; the second (7-8) defines
the paradoxical nature of love: “Yet many a man is making friends with death /
Even as [ speak, for lack of love alone.” Finally, the third movement finds the
speaker contemplating the necessity of love. All these parts are artistically
integrated to build to the poem’s climactic moment. As Allen Tate writes of
Millay’s sonnets, “From first to last every sonnet has it special rhythm and
sharply defined imagery; they move like a smooth machine, but not machine-
like, under the hand of a masterly technician” (64).
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In the first movement, Millay personifies love and uses familiar images such as
food and shelter to show the reader what love is incapable of doing; thus, she
yokes the commonplace and abstract together. For example, she points out that
love cannot “fill the thickened lung with breath” (5). Breathing is perhaps the
single most important necessity for human existence; take away oxygen and we
all die. Also, love cannot take the place of “meat nor drink” (1); it is unable to
quench the physical desires of hunger or thirst. Furthermore, though the body
may be fatigued, love cannot take the place of “slumber” or provide “a roof
against the rain” (2). Obviously, love lacks the material necessities essential to
survival. Our physical needs and desires cannot be quenched by love alone.

The narrator also points out that love is unable to protect or save us from
physical dangers. Thus, love cannot rescue us from the powerful ocean tides by
providing “a floating spar to men that sink / And rise and sink” (3-4). Love is
also unable to “clean the blood” or “set the fractured bone” (6). It seems as
though the hands of love are tied, preventing it from aiding us in any physical
need. Throughout the first movement of the sonnet, Millay juxtaposes love with
the concrete physical necessities needed for survival; love simply cannot save
us from the physical dangers of the world. The poem’s catalogue of images
creates tension, for the poet exposes that love cannot protect or save us.

Such tension is further highlighted in the poem’s second movement: “Yet many
a man is making friends with death / Even as I speak, for lack of love alone”
(7-8). If love cannot physically sustain us or save us from injury, then it seems
absurd that the “lack of love alone” drives humans to death. The central
paradox of the poem is defined: Why is love so essential for survival when it is
not a physical necessity?

In the third movement, Millay’s poem works toward resolution by questioning
whether or not people should trade love for physical fulfillment. The speaker,
addressing her lover directly, asks if “in a difficult hour” she would “sell your
love for peace, / Or trade the memory of this night for food” (9, 12-13). Love’s
uselessness has been made concrete by negative comparisons: it cannot feed,
clothe, provide shelter, or prevent physical pain from occurring. The speaker
says, “I do not think I would” (14). If this line is interpreted as an affirmation,
Millay’s poem takes a romantic view of love, that love does conquer all. On the
other hand, if the speaker presents this statement more as a question, then the
speaker is indicating that she is wary of the power of love. Millay maintains this
tension or hesitation throughout the third movement by repeating “It well may
be” twice (in lines 9 and 14), and the speaker even admits: “I might be driven to
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sell your love for peace” (12). Even the trademark rhyming couplet that should
bring closure to the poem is absent, for food and would are only near rhymes,
thus reinforcing the tension between blind faith in love and the reality of its
limited physical power. The poem ends with uncertainty: the speaker is
uncertain whether she would sacrifice the memory of love for physical
wholeness. However, the poem appears to use understatement to resolve this
ambiguity. Though we know what love is incapable of doing, we also know that
the speaker does not “think [she] would” give up on love. Thus the hesitation
on the speaker’s voice ironically provides the answer—yes, indeed, love is
powerful enough to cherish, but a commitment to it does require sacrifice.

Many romantics would like to think that “love can move mountains” or
“conquer all.” In the poem “Love is not all: it is not meat nor drink,” Edna St.
Vincent Millay asserts that love cannot serve as a replacement for our basic
physical needs, yet it is essential for a person’s emotional needs. Patricia A.
Klemans suggests that Fatal Interview “offers something new expressed in the
framework and terms of the old. It presents love from a woman'’s point of view,
yet it treats love as an ageless and natural experience” (206). Thus, the poem
plays with love’s tension, showing that a commitment to love necessarily
demands sacrifice, a sacrifice, it appears, well worth it.
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2.5 Student Sample Papers: Todd Goodwin’s “Poe’s ‘Usher’: A Mirror of
the Fall of the House of Humanity” and Amy Chisnell’s “Don’t Listen to
the Egg!: A Close Reading of Lewis Carroll’s ‘Jabberwocky’”

The following paper by Todd Goodwin is on Edgar Allan Poe’s oft-read and discussed
“The Fall of the House of Usher,”Edgar Allen Poe, “The Fall of the House of Usher,”
in The Complete Works of Edgar Allan Poe, ed. James A. Harrison (New York: AMS, 1979;
University of Virginia Library Electronic Text Center, 1995),
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/PoeFall.html. which you can access
at http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/PoeFall.html.

After reading the story, do the following:

1. List at least three topic areas that you could explore for a close reading
of the story.

2. Read the following paper by Todd.

3. Compare your ideas with Todd’s.

4. Discuss Todd’s paper. Does he make a compelling argument? Why or
why not?
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Todd Goodwin

Professor Stan Matyshak

Advanced Expository Writing

Sept. 17, 20—

Poe’s “Usher”: A Mirror of the Fall of the House of Humanity

Right from the outset of the grim story “The Fall of the House of Usher,” Edgar
Allan Poe enmeshes us in a dark, gloomy, hopeless world, alienating his
characters and the reader from any sort of physical or psychological norm
where such values as hope and happiness could possibly exist. He fatalistically
tells the story of how a man (the narrator) comes from the outside world of
hope, religion, and everyday society and tries to bring some kind of redeeming
happiness to his boyhood friend, Roderick Usher, who not only has physically
and psychologically wasted away, but is entrapped in a dilapidated house of
ever-looming terror with an emaciated and deranged twin sister. Roderick
Usher embodies the wasting away of what once was vibrant and alive, and his
house of “insufferable gloom” (273), which contains his morbid sister, seems to
mirror or reflect this fear of death and annihilation that he most horribly
endures. A close reading of the story reveals that Poe uses mirror images, or
reflections, to contribute to the fatalistic theme of “Usher”: each reflection
serves to intensify an already prevalent tone of hopelessness, darkness, and
fatalism. It could be argued that the house of Roderick Usher is a “house of
mirrors,” whose unpleasant and grim reflections create a dark and hopeless
setting. For example, the narrator first approaches “the melancholy house of
Usher on a dark and soundless day,” and finds a building which causes him a
“sense of insufferable gloom” which “pervades his spirit and causes an iciness,

a sinking, a sickening of the heart, an undiscerned dreariness of thought” (273).

The narrator then optimistically states: “I reflected that a mere different
arrangement of the scene, of the details of the picture, would be sufficient to
modify, or perhaps annihilate its capacity for sorrowful impression” (274). But
the narrator then sees the reflection of the house in the tarn and experiences a
“shudder even more thrilling than before” (274). Thus the reader begins to
realize that the narrator cannot change or stop the impending doom that will
befall the house of Usher, and maybe humanity. The story cleverly plays with
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the word reflection: the narrator sees a physical reflection that leads him to a
mental reflection about Usher’s surroundings.

The narrator’s disillusionment by such grim reflection continues in the story.
For example, he describes Roderick Usher’s face as distinct with signs of old
strength but lost vigor: the remains of what used to be. He describes the house
as a once happy and vibrant place which, like Roderick, lost its vitality. Also,
the narrator describes Usher’s hair as growing wild on his rather obtrusive
head, which directly mirrors the eerie moss and straw which cover the outside
of the house. The narrator continually longs to see these bleak reflections as a
dream, for he states: “Shaking off from my spirit what must have been a dream,
I scanned more narrowly the real aspect of the building” (276, emphasis in
original). He does not want to face the reality that Usher and his home are
doomed to fall, regardless of what he does.

Although there are almost countless examples of these mirror images, two
others stand out as important. First, Roderick and his sister, Madeline, are
twins. The narrator aptly states just as he and Roderick are entombing
Madeline that there is “a striking similitude between brother and sister” (288).
Indeed, they are mirror images of each other. Madeline is fading away
psychologically and physically, and Roderick is not too far behind! The
reflection of “doom” that these two share helps intensify and symbolize the
hopelessness of the entire situation; thus, they further develop the fatalistic
theme. Second, in the climactic scene where Madeline has been mistakenly
entombed alive, there is a pairing of images and sounds as the narrator tries to
calm Roderick by reading him a romance story. Events in the story
simultaneously unfold with events of the sister escaping her tomb. In the story,
the hero breaks out of the coffin. Then in the story, the dragon’s shriek as he is
slain parallels Madeline’s shriek. Finally, the story tells of the clangor of a
shield, matched by the sister’s clanging along a metal passageway. As the
suspense reaches its climax, Roderick shrieks his last words to his “friend” the
narrator: “Madman! I tell you that she now stands without the door” (296).

Roderick, who slowly falls into insanity, ironically calls the narrator the
“Madman.” We are left to reflect on what Poe means by this ironic twist. Poe’s
bleak and dark imagery, and his use of mirror reflections, seem only to
intensify the hopelessness of “Usher.” We can plausibly conclude that indeed
the narrator is the “Madman,” for he comes from everyday society, which is a
place where hope and faith exist. Poe would probably argue that such a place is
opposite to the world of Usher because a world where death is inevitable could
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not possibly hold such positive values. Therefore, just as Roderick mirrors his
sister, the reflection in the tarn mirrors the dilapidation of the house, and the
story mirrors the final actions before the death of Usher. “The Fall of the House
of Usher” reflects Poe’s view that humanity is hopelessly doomed.
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Paper Model Two: A Return to the Looking-Glass

Read this paper in light of our discussion of close reading and Humpty Dumpty’s
interpretation of “Jabberwocky” that he performs for Alice.
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Amy Chisnell

Professor Laura Neary

Writing and Literature

April, 20—

Don’t Listen to the Egg!: A Close Reading of Lewis Carroll’s “Jabberwocky”

“You seem very clever at explaining words, Sir,” said Alice. “Would you kindly
tell me the meaning of the poem called ‘Jabberwocky’?”

“Let’s hear it,” said Humpty Dumpty. “I can explain all the poems that ever
were invented—and a good many that haven’t been invented just yet.” (Carroll
164)

In Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, Humpty Dumpty confidently
translates (to a not so confident Alice) the complicated language of the poem
“Jabberwocky.” The words of the poem, though nonsense, aptly tell the story of
the slaying of the Jabberwock. Upon finding “Jabberwocky” on a table in the
looking-glass room, Alice is confused by the strange words. She is quite certain
that “somebody killed something,” but she does not understand much more than
that. When later she encounters Humpty Dumpty, she seizes the opportunity at
having the knowledgeable egg interpret—or translate—the poem. Since Humpty
Dumpty professes to be able to “make a word work” for him, he is quick to
agree. Thus he acts like a New Critic who interprets the poem by performing
close reading of it. Through Humpty’s interpretation of the first stanza,
however, we see the poem’s deeper comment concerning the practice of
interpreting poetry and literature in general—that strict analytical translation
destroys the beauty of a poem. In fact, Humpty Dumpty commits the “heresy of
paraphrase,” for he fails to understand that meaning cannot be separated from
the form or structure of the literary work.

Of the 71 words found in “Jabberwocky,” 43 have no known meaning. They are
simply nonsense. Yet through this nonsensical language, the poem manages not
only to tell a story, but also to give the reader a sense of setting and
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characterization. One feels, rather than concretely knows, that the setting is
dark, wooded, and frightening. The characters, such as the Jubjub bird, the
Bandersnatch, and the doomed Jabberwock, also appear in the reader’s head,
even though they will not be found in the local zoo. Even though most of the
words are not real, the reader is able to understand what goes on because he or
she is given free license to imagine what the words denote and connote. Simply,
the poem’s nonsense words are the meaning.

When Humpty interprets “Jabberwocky” for Alice, then, he is not doing her any
favors, for he actually misreads the poem. Although the poem in its original is
constructed from nonsense words, by the time Humpty is done interpreting it,
it truly does not make any sense. The first stanza of the original poem is as
follows:

"Twas brillig, and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe;

All mimsy were the borogroves,

An the mome raths outgrabe. (Carroll 164)

If we replace, however, the nonsense words of “Jabberwocky” with Humpty’s
translated words, the effect would be something like this:

"Twas four o’clock in the afternoon, and the lithe and slimy badger-lizard-
corkscrew creatures

Did go round and round and make holes in the grass-plot round the sun-dial:

All flimsy and miserable were the shabby-looking birds
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with mop feathers,

And the lost green pigs bellowed-sneezed-whistled.

By translating the poem in such a way, Humpty removes the charm or
essence—and the beauty, grace, and rhythm—from the poem. The poetry is
sacrificed for meaning. Humpty Dumpty commits the heresy of paraphrase. As
Cleanth Brooks argues: “The structure of a poem resembles that of a ballet or
musical composition. It is a pattern of resolutions and balances and
harmonizations” (203). When the poem is left as nonsense, the reader can easily
imagine what a “slithy tove” might be, but when Humpty tells us what it is, he
takes that imaginative license away from the reader. The beauty (if that is the
proper word) of “Jabberwocky” is in not knowing what the words mean. By
translating the poem, Humpty takes that privilege from the reader. In addition,
Humpty fails to recognize that meaning cannot be separated from the structure
itself: the nonsense poem reflects this literally—it means “nothing” and
achieves this meaning by using “nonsense” words.

Furthermore, the nonsense words Carroll chooses to use in “Jabberwocky” have
a magical effect upon the reader; the shadowy sound of the words create the
atmosphere, which may be described as a trance-like mood. When Alice first
reads the poem, she says it seems to fill her head “with ideas.” The strange
sounding words in the original poem do give one ideas. Why is this? Even
though the reader has never heard these words before, he or she is instantly
aware of the murky, mysterious mood they set. In other words, diction operates
not on the denotative level (the dictionary meaning) but on the connotative
level (the emotion they evoke). Thus “Jabberwocky” creates a shadowy mood,
and the nonsense words are instrumental in creating this mood. Carroll could
not have simply used any nonsense words.

For example, let us change the “dark,” “ominous” words of the first stanza to
“lighter,” more “comic” words:

"Twas mearly, and the churly pells

Did bimble and ringle in the tink;
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All timpy were the brimbledimps,

And the bip plips outlink.

Shifting the sounds of the words from dark to light merely takes a shift in
thought. To create a specific mood using nonsense words, one must create the
new words from old words which convey the desired mood. In “Jabberwocky,”
Carroll mixes “slimy,” a grim idea, “lithe,” a pliable image, to get a new
adjective: “slithy” (a portmanteau word). In my translation, brighter words
were used to get a lighter effect. “Mearly” is a combination of “morning” and
“early,” and “ringle” is a blend of “ring” and dingle.” The point is that

“Jabberwocky’s” nonsense words are created specifically to convey this
shadowy or mysterious mood and are integral to the “meaning.”

Consequently, Humpty’s rendering of the poem leaves the reader with a
completely different feeling than does the original poem, which provided us
with a sense of ethereal mystery, of a dark and foreign land with exotic
creatures and fantastic settings. The mysteriousness is destroyed by Humpty’s
literal paraphrase of the creatures and the setting; by doing so he has taken the
beauty away from the poem in his attempt to understand it. He has committed
the heresy of paraphrase: “If we allow ourselves to be misled by it [this heresy],
we distort the relation of the poem to its ‘truth’ ... we split the poem between
its ‘form’ and its ‘content’” (Brooks 201). Humpty Dumpty’s ultimate demise
might be seen to symbolize the heretical split between form and content: as a
literary creation Humpty Dumpty is an egg, a well-wrought urn of nonsense.
His fall from the wall cracks him and separates the contents from the container,
and not even all the King’s men can put the scrambled egg back together again!

Through the odd characters of a little girl and a foolish egg, “Jabberwocky”
suggests a bit of sage advice about reading poetry, advice that the New Critics
built their theories on. The importance lies not solely within the strict
analytical translation or interpretation, but in the overall effect of the imagery
and word choice that evokes a meaning inseparable from those literary devices.
As Archibald MacLeish so aptly writes: “A poem should not mean / But be.”
Sometimes it takes a little nonsense to show us the sense in something.
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2.6 End-of-Chapter Assessment

KEY TAKEAWAYS

In this chapter, we examined in depth the protocols for writing a paper on
literature using the close reading technique. Such a technique reflects the
literary theory known as New Criticism. The basic tenets of New Criticism,
we learned, are the following:

+ The critic focuses solely on the literary work and is not interested in
bringing outside material to the work itself.

+ The close reader wants to find a harmony of unity in the literary work
and solve an issue or problem that readers may have about the work.

¢ By striving to find such harmony and unity, the critic shows that the
artistic value of the literary work leads to a larger truth value, which
reflects the importance of analyzing literature.

* You were given the opportunity to see the New Critical methodology
practiced in three student papers.

¢ You learned about the importance of the writing process, including peer
review and the strategies for conducting peer review. Many of you also
participated in peer review for your close reading paper.

* You wrote a close reading analysis of a work of literature—and are now
off on your way to the wonderland of critical theory and writing!
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WRITING EXERCISES

1. Freewriting exercise. Choose a short poem (no more than fifteen lines)
you’ve never read before. It’s OK if you’ve never even heard of the
author. Read through it several times. As you read the poem, jot down
the words that seem most significant. Draw arrows between words that
seem related to one another: either because they’re similar or because
they’re very different. Then start writing. How do these keywords relate
to one another? Are there any tensions that seem important? At first,
don’t look back at the poem—concentrate on the words themselves and
what they mean.

2. Once you've spent a little time with individual words, turn your
attention back to the poem itself. Read it again, thinking about the
relationships you just brainstormed. Now start applying the insights you
gained looking at the words alone back to the poem itself. How does a
close attention to the poem’s individual words and specific phrases help
you better understand the larger meaning or message of the poem?
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2.6 End-of-Chapter Assessment

INSTRUCTOR SUPPLEMENT: CLASS PEER REVIEW

1. Have students conduct peer review on one of the sample papers
using the organizational peer-review guide found in Chapter 10
"Appendix A: Peer Review Sheets", Section 10.1 "Chapter 2: Close

Reading":

a. Place students in groups of three to four and have them
reread the paper for peer review and fill out the guide sheet.
Peer review works equally well for online classes; modify the
following suggestion according to the electronic classroom
and equipment you are using.

b. Have students discuss their feedback responses to the sample
paper.

c. Have students list the major feedback they discussed.

d. Put the major issues on the blackboard or whiteboard.

e. Discuss these responses. Make certain that you let students
know that any paper can be improved.

2. Plan to have your students conduct peer review on the drafts of
their papers that they are writing in your class. Use the peer-
review guide from Chapter 10 "Appendix A: Peer Review Sheets",
Section 10.1 "Chapter 2: Close Reading" and have them work in
groups of three and do the following:

a. Bring two hard copies of their paper so that each member
can read the paper, OR work in a computer lab where
students can share their papers online. You may want to use
the educational software that your campus supports—for
example, Blackboard or Moodle—or you can have students
use Google Drive to set up their peer-review groups.

b. Have two students focus on the first paper in the group.
While these students are reading, have the other student
read the other two student papers.

c. The two students should quickly fill out the peer-review
sheet and then have a brief conversation about the strengths
of the paper and ways the paper could be improved.

d. Move to the next student and follow the same process.
Depending on the length of your class, you may have to
reduce the peer-review groups to two students.
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e. If time permits, ask the students to provide general
comments—or ask questions—about the specific papers or
the assignment overall.

f. You may want to use peer review for each paper in your
class.

2.6 End-of-Chapter Assessment
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Criticism. Vol. 7 of The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism. New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2000.

Ransom, John Crowe. The New Criticism. Norfolk, CT: New Directions, 1979.

Spurlin, William J., and Michael Fischer, eds. The New Criticism and Contemporary
Literary Theory: Connections and Continuities. New York: Garland, 1995.

Wellek, René, and Austin Warren. Theory of Literature. 3rd ed. New York:
Penguin, 1993.

Wimsatt, W. K. The Verbal Icon: Studies in the Meaning of Poetry. Lexington:
University Press of Kentucky, 1954.



Chapter 3

Writing about Character and Motivation: Psychoanalytic

A

Literary Criticism

LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Understand the varieties of psychoanalytic literary theories.
Apply a psychoanalytic theory to a literary work.

Engage in the writing process of a peer writer, including peer review.

Review and evaluate a variety of model papers by peer writers.
Draft and revise a psychoanalytic paper on a literary work.
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3.1 Literary Snapshot: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the
Looking-Glass

We are becoming acquainted more and more with our young hero Alice, who has
had some literary theory adventures in Chapter 1 "Introduction: What Is Literary
Theory and Why Should I Care?" and Chapter 2 "Writing about Form: Developing
the Foundations of Close Reading". Let’s continue our journey with Alice in this
chapter as we explore psychoanalytic literary criticism. We’ll provide the links to
Carroll’s text again, just in case:

http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarGlas.html

When Alice tumbles down the rabbit-hole in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland (1865),
she enters a fantasy realm that is quite different from her world of the here-and-
now:

Down, down, down. There was nothing else to do, so Alice soon began talking again.
“Dinah’ll miss me very much to-night, I should think!” (Dinah was the cat.) “I hope
they’ll remember her saucer of milk at tea-time. Dinah, my dear, I wish you were
down here with me! There are no mice in the air, I'm afraid, but you might catch a
bat, and that’s very like a mouse, you know. But do cats eat bats, I wonder?” And
here Alice began to get rather sleepy, and went on saying to herself, in a dreamy
sort of way, “Do cats eat bats? Do cats eat bats?” and sometimes, “Do bats eat cats?”
for, you see, as she couldn’t answer either question, it didn’t much matter which
way she put it. She felt that she was dozing off, and had just begun to dream that
she was walking hand in hand with Dinah, and saying to her very earnestly, “Now,
Dinah, tell me the truth: did you ever eat a bat?” when suddenly, thump! thump!
down she came upon a heap of dry leaves, and the fall was over.Lewis Carroll, Alice’s
Adventures in Wonderland. With Forty-Two Illustrations by John Tenniel (New York: D.
Appleton, 1927; University of Virginia Library Electronic Text Center, 1998), chap. 1,
http://etext.virginia.edu/toc/modeng/public/CarAlic.html.

Her adventures are described as a dream, and she exclaims after the fall that it was
all “Curiouser and curiouser!”
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In Through the Looking-Glass (1872), Alice, after entering Looking-Glass Land via a
magic mirror, encounters two odd brothers, Tweedledee and Tweedledum. Alice
and the brothers come upon the Red King, who is snoring:

“It’s only the Red King snoring,” said Tweedledee.

“Come and look at him!” the brothers cried, and they each took one of Alice’s
hands, and led her up to where the King was sleeping.

“Isn’t he a lovely sight?” said Tweedledum. Alice couldn’t say honestly that he was.

He had a tall red night-cap on, with a tassel, and he was lying crumpled up into a
sort of untidy heap, and snoring loud—“fit to snore his head off!” as Tweedledum
remarked.

“I'm afraid he’ll catch cold with lying on the damp grass,” said Alice, who was a very

thoughtful little girl.

“He’s dreaming now,” said Tweedledee: “and what do you think he’s dreaming
about?”

Alice said, “Nobody can guess that.”

“Why, about you!” Tweedledee exclaimed, clapping his hands triumphantly. “And
he left off dreaming about you, where do you suppose you’d be?”

“Where I am now, of course,” said Alice.

if

“Not you!” Tweedledee retorted contemptuously. “You’d be nowhere. Why, you're

only a sort of thing in his dream!”

“If that there King was to wake,” added Tweedledum, “you’d go out—bang!—just
like a candle!”

“I shouldn’t!” Alice exclaimed indignantly. “Besides, if I'm only a sort of thing in his

dream, what are you, I should like to know?”

“Ditto,” said Tweedledum.

3.1 Literary Snapshot: Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass
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“Ditto, ditto!” cried Tweedled