Dr. M. L. Stapleton    IPFW

WRITING PAPERS

I  GETTING STARTED

1) Narrow your topic.  Since the paper length for this course is relatively short (5-7 pp. exclusive of Endnote and Works Cited pages), you should choose a topic that you can develop completely within this length.  Avoid excessive breadth.  Very few of us can hope to do justice to a topic such as “Shakespeare’s Theory of Tragedy from Titus to Coriolanus” or “Milton’s Satan from Top to Toe” in such a small space.

2) Don’t condescend to your audience. Your audience knows as much about literature as you do.  Therefore, it does not need to be given a plot summary, or to be told that a certain character is “good” or “interesting,” that a man named Alexander Pope wrote a poem called The Rape of the Lock in the eighteenth century, or that people have been in love from the beginning of time as an introduction to Wuthering Heights. Two of your tasks as critic: inform your interested reader of something that she did not previously know; contribute something new and interesting to our knowledge of the text via your peculiar (i.e., interesting, offbeat) viewpoint.

3) Narrow your thesis; ensure that it is arguable.  An academic audience expects that a formal paper will make a point. What are you claiming in your paper? The statement (often, but not always, encapsulated in one sentence) that defines your argument is the thesis. Your paper will be more interesting if your audience can contest as well as agree with the thesis.  Avoid the capriciousness of the opinion-thesis (“I believe that Sir Philip Sidney is a great poet”).  A thesis should also not be of the mechanical and arbitrary three-part variety (“Twelfth Night is a, b, and c”).

II  IN MEDIAS RES

1)  Build your paper from the inside out.  This can be difficult to accomplish when you’re not accustomed to doing it, but try following your own cognitive processes--isolate those specific parts and passages of the text that interested you in the first place and led you to write the essay--and that support your thesis.  Copy them out, mark them in your book, try organizing them in some fashion.  Build your paragraphs in this way. Ask yourself which quotations cling together, which deserve their own paragraphs.

2) Make premises, and make them primary. Develop the thesis through organized steps, or blocks of argument.  Paragraphs should have clearly-worded topic sentences: these are called premises.   They need to reticulate from the thesis in some way that is not mechanical yet absolutely clear and convincing.  A premise generally provides a reason as to why your thesis is true. If  this sentence occurs at the beginning of the paragraph, it will give this writing unit shape and form and direct the reader.

3) Support your premises with quotations.  As each premise is designed to develop and support your thesis, and your thesis is based upon the text itself, nearly every paragraph in your paper (except your introduction and conclusion) should be centered around a quotation from this text that helps support your point. This will also help you avoid needless plot summary and book reportáge.

a) Analyze your quotations.  Find words, phrases, or general ideas in your citations that you can discuss and relate to your premises.

b) Do not simply paraphrase a character’s words into your own, unless the actual meaning of a passage is in question and at issue.

c) Cite only as much as you are prepared to discuss thoroughly, and no more.  Keep those quotations SHORT.

d) If you refer to your passage as such in the body of your paper, it is a quotation, passage, &c, not a “quote.”

III  CITATION STYLE

1) If you are quoting one line of poetry or one sentence of prose (or less), cite it within the body of your paragraph, using quotation marks:

Satan laments his fallen condition:  “Myself am Hell” (PL 4.75). [Punctuation follows the parenthesis.]

2) If you cite a line and a half of poetry, or parts of lines, honor the line divisions with slash marks: “the hardest hart of stone, / Would hardly find to aggravate her griefe” (FQ 3.8.1). Note: one need not honor the line-divisions in prose or use slash-marks.

3) If you are citing more than this, set the passage off in block quotation, double-spaced, from the rest of your paper. No quotation marks here:

          Let’s do’t after the high Roman fashion,

          And make death proud to take us. Come, away.

                                    (Ant. 4.15.86-87)

[Punctuation comes before the parenthesis.]

4) Be consistent in your citation style.  Use Arabic numerals in parentheses to denote a play or long poem in multiple books with standardized abbreviations.  Examples:  (Ham. 3.1.2);  (PL 5.75);  (FQ 1.2.34).  The same logic applies as with MLA Works Cited Style.

IV  A VERY FEW TIPS ON USING SECONDARY SOURCES

1.  Whenever possible, secondary sources should be supplementary. Essays should reflect your exploration of a text and your own interests in it; the scholarship should take a back seat.  Articles and books can be found in the MLA Bibliography (2nd floor of library), in bibliographies for authors and epochs, and in our online catalogue. 

2. Sources should be scholarly, reputable, and current. No encyclopedias, please, no Cliff’s Notes (!#@$%^!), and no sources before 1965, unless it’s an acknowledged heavyweight:  Dr. Johnson, Coleridge, Eliot.  The Internet is for fun, and a good place to get started, but it’s not, as of yet, scholarly: restrict yourself to printed sources.

3.  What the pros do.  Publishing scholars use secondary critical sources to show their readers that they have reviewed all of the relevant, current scholarship on a particular topic and that the idea that they are advancing is genuinely new, interesting, and deserving of the readership that publication would entail.  They expect this audience to be shrewd, competitive, and a bit adversarial, suspicious of filler, B.S., and outdated information. Once the readership is convinced of a scholar’s credibility in these areas, she or he is allowed to “enter the discussion,” so to speak, by way of publication. The most common methods of employing secondary critical sources seem to be these:

a) The “Endnote #1” method: an early endnote in the text lists and discusses the relevant essays, books, or book chapters on the subject.  This benefits the reader by allowing her to see what has been published and to read these other works if she chooses.

b) The reactive “Paragraph #1” method: an essay might begin with a discussion of those relevant and related pieces, with an explanation of the way that you are contributing to the discussion in an original way.  Your essay may even be written as an argument against a particular idea.

c) No matter which documentation style a scholar employs (Chicago, MLA Works Cited, MLA Endnote), she or he generally observes these conventions: quote current critical material sparingly because paraphrase or summary is just as effective; use endnotes or footnotes so that the reader who is not interested in this material is not forced to wade through it; never use secondary sources as mere filler, or as unquestioned authority--just because it is in print does not mean that it is inviolably true.




