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Writing Critical Essays: cross-talk, the conversation, the discourse

The following guidelines will assist you with both short critical essays (or “response” papers) and longer research papers.

The narratives that we call “history,” or “sociology” or “literature” are intellectual and cultural productions that rely upon and are infused with the logics and norms of a particular “cultural moment” or time period.  As a student of history, culture and literature, it is your mission to understand how a text offers a “snap shot” of a specific worldview, as expressed by an author.  

Step One: Crack Open the Text for Yourself

· Choose one or two quotes— 
These will serve as your “entrance” into an author’s conceptual sphere.  Quotes are necessary for your reader to really get a sense of where the author and you are coming from and will provide concrete evidence to back up your thinking.  You should select a passage that in your mind somehow “encapsulates” the purpose or purposes of the text.
· “Deep” and/or “close” readings— 
Most essays, especially academic essays, begin with a “close reading” of some kind of text—a painting, a movie, an event or an essay/book.  To begin your close reading, observe the facts and details that seem integral to an element of the text’s argument, point of view, or formulation (style, structure, word choice, etc.) While you can focus on the text as a whole, it will help you to use the quotes that you’ve selected as anchor for the ideas that you’d like to dig into. You may want to note all the striking features of the text, including rhetorical features, structural elements, cultural references or, your aim may be to notice only selected features of the text—for instance, oppositions and correspondences, or particular historical references. Either way, making these observations constitutes the first step in the process of close reading.

· Analysis— 
Your paper will be based upon your “analysis” of this close reading.  You will want to probe beneath the surface of the text(s) at hand to find their “inner core.” It is not enough to simply summarize the content of the reading.  Instead, you must seek to identify one or two of several features of the essay—the author’s underlying assumptions, necessary presuppositions, and philosophical leanings to try to understand what kind of social, cultural, and intellectual “baggage” they bring to the subject.  Ask yourself how this author’s work corresponds (or resonates) with historical data that you may know about the era, or other texts that you have read for class, or with major/minor cultural movements.  

Step Two: Analysis and Articulating Connections

· Your paper may begin with a statement of the implicit as well as the explicit messages, moral or political judgments, or other purposes that shapes the author’s story or arguments.  What does the author presume about the nature of society, the structures of power, the prospects for change?  To what extent do the author’s arguments and story hinge on the use of “evidence,” or personal experience, and to what extent are they based on larger assumptions about human nature and/or behavior patterns?  Make sure you distill your analysis into one or two very strong sentences, that express your intent to not only “identify” the moves an author makes, but also how you intend to demonstrate this assertion.  Why is it important that you note the author’s take on cultural/social dynamics? 

Step Three: Cross-talk

· Scholars in English Departments like to think that “textual discourse” and the “discursive logics of a culture” are a mutually inclusive—that is, both a direct product of and a producer of popular thinking within and outside of a culture.  You may hear me discuss this as the “cross-talk” between texts, eras, individuals, or particular cultural movements.  For instance: the Civil Rights movement was a direct response to years of black disenfranchisement under national Jim Crow laws.  We might say then, civil rights marches were “back talk” directed at the system of racial inequality that existed in the US.  The marchers simply spoke with their actions as they organized, demonstrated, and resisted the place allotted them by an over culture that took white supremacy for granted.  Your first goal is to recognize how the texts are talking to each other.  What common issue do they explore—are their vantage points the same or different and why?  Are the texts acknowledging or contesting any major debates, conflicts, or paradoxes that emerge when the readings are taken together?  

· Keeping the issues that you uncovered in your close reading in mind, one goal of your paper should be to log this conversation as you see it—noting that no conversation is single-sided and that all conversations are constituted through many layers of (sometimes contradictory or competing) meaning.  This will situate your analysis within a “context” that will help your reader understand how you are approaching your response.  (e.g. Jacobson and Herskovitz both question the criteria by which the fictive category of ethnicity is derived.  Jacobson labels race arbitrary and relative; Herskovitz is not as direct, but by setting up the so-called criteria by which Jewish ethnicity is determined, he demonstrates the arbitrary and relative nature of race.) 
Step Four: Make Your Conversation Multilayered

· The first level of “conversation” in your paper will be the conversation acknowledged above—the primary arguments that drive the texts that you are analyzing.  

· The second level of conversation takes place between you and the authors you have analyzed.  This conversation is where you talk-back by noting the insights and issues that arose for you as you were reading.  Did you find any portion of the author’s argument more convincing?  Does the author incidentally undermine their argument with a particular usage (For instance: Jacobson notes Ruth Benedict’s reliance on terms such as “Caucasian, Mongolian, and Negroid,” even while she is attempting to argue that there is no biological basis for racial distinction.)  

· Make sure that you acknowledge the new questions that emerge from the cross-talk of authors, even if—and perhaps especially if—you are unable to answer them.  You might want to tell or ask the authors a thing or two.  You may center these questions/suggestions, but make certain that you also acknowledge what you hope would come of these suggestions. 
· If you’re really stuck for ideas about a text, a good place to begin is with a passage that irritated, frustrated, compelled, moved, or provoked you in some way.  These papers are not rants—but those moments of emotional discharge are significant as they provide flags along a road that often has no signage. 
Step Five: Always Turn in a Thoughtful, Well-Presented Essay

· Use 8.5 by 11 paper; staple the pages together; have your name in the upper left or right hand corner on each page; make sure the printing is legible. 
· CITE YOUR SOURCES.  No “Works Cited” page is necessary if the essay you are responding to is a “required” text—but you must include page numbers following any quotes.  

· Please note: English instructors (as such, Michelle) prefer the MLA format for the citation of sources.      

· If you are a lousy speller, have trouble with commas, grammar, clarity, or style, have a friend read your paper before you print your final copy to turn in.  It may help if you give your friend a brief list of questions that you have—this might be qualms you have about the way you posed your analysis or an identification of what you think are your weaknesses as a writer.  You might also say, “Instructors keep telling me I need to do (or not to do) ‘X.’ Can you find examples of where I repeated this ‘problem?’” Ask your friend to honestly respond to your questions/ paper.  You might even ask them to model their best or most favorite instructor—an instructor who may have really helped them learn about writing, reading, and critical thinking. 
