ENGL 310






Cothran, Spring, 2012
CRITICAL ESSAY ASSIGNMENT

Assignment:  Write an 8-10 page critical essay on one of our semester texts. The topic is open! Choose a theme, idea, character, or textual distinction that you find compelling and worthy of critical attention. A Works Cited page is required in addition to the 8-10 pages of text.

Secondary Sources: A minimum of 5 secondary CRITICAL sources is required.
1.  A critical essay is one in which you analyze some aspect of your text.  It is not a plot summary nor a report of what other critics have said about your text.  Rather, it is an argumentative essay in which you develop an opinion/slant/point of view, supporting your assertions with textual evidence.

3.  Thesis Statement – your thesis should state your subject and the idea about that topic you intend to develop in the essay.

4.  Theme – stronger essays will examine their main idea in the context of the author’s theme, intention, and purpose.  Ask yourself why your author created the aspect of the text you are examining in the way that s/he did and then answer that question as you develop your thesis.

5.  Topics – make sure your topic does not reiterate ideas we developed at length in class.  You may, however, focus on a subject that we touched on only briefly in class (for example, a minor character, an additional setting, symbolism or imagery, point of view, a notable historical or cultural influence on the text).  The key word here is “focus.”  Avoid topics that are too broad.  English majors who have taken ENGL 300 are welcome to adopt a literary approach (psychoanalytical, Marxist, race theory, feminist, etc.).
***

There are two ways to write a literary argument: 1) Join the literary discussion that is already occurring within books and journals. Reference what has been said, and then add in your own, original thoughts and ideas. (This is what you will do if you write on Collins or Doyle, both of whom have been frequently addressed by literary critics in the past. You will read some essays on Collins and gender, perhaps, and then write your own essay that both quotes these sources and then puts forth your own unique interpretation on masculinity/manliness within the text.) 2) Begin a literary discussion. Some of these more recent authors may not yet be significantly addressed by literary critics. Thus, you’ll need to use historical sources, philosophical sources, general texts that address mystery and detective literature, psychology texts, etc. to add depth and substance to your original claims.
***
6.  Secondary Sources: Sources need to be critical and may include books, chapters from books, or journal articles (either from hard copies or FULL TEXT from MLA, JSTOR, or Expanded Academic), the introductions included in most of your texts, or biographies. Bibliographies, explications of your text, and brief analytical notes are not critical sources.  While articles from the Dictionary of Literary Biography, Nineteenth Century Literary Criticism, Twentieth Century Literary Criticism, and similar resources are wonderful tools for beginning your research, they do not fulfill the secondary source requirement.

7.  Use of Secondary Sources: Use your secondary sources to support your points.  Your ideas are paramount to this assignment. Do not let your analysis be overwhelmed by quotations from and paraphrase of your secondary sources.  I am more interested in your ideas than I am in what professional critics have to say and the majority of your essay should develop your ideas.  Sources must be cited within the body of the text.
8.  Bibliographical Apparatus: Use current MLA guidelines for documentation and for your Works Cited page.  Use “The Correct Use of Borrowed Information” available from the English Dept’s web page as a guide for citation of primary and secondary texts.  Use the MLA Handbook or any current handbook for entry formats for your Works Cited page.

