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should be enough. If you are preparing for a test, you might write pointed
observations more in line with what is happening in your cll'c}ss .ar}d also
might write and answer your own questions (see Ch'c.lpter 19, “Writing Ex—
aminations on Literature”). If you have a writing assignment, these' entries
will help you focus more closely on your toplc'—such as character, 1(31ea, o;
setting. Whatever your purpose, always use a journal Whgn you rea.u, ?ln

put into it as many details and responses as you can. Your journal will then
be invaluable in helping you develop your ideas and refresh your memory.

% WRITING ESSAYS ON LITERARY TOPICS

Writing is the sharpened, focused expression Qf thought ar}d study. It bel—‘
gins with the search for something to say—an idea. Npt all 1dga§ are equal;
some are better than others, and getting good ideas is an z?bﬂlty that you
will develop the more you think and write. As you discover ideas and write
them down, you will also improve your perceptions and increase your criti-
es. .

l fair‘ilt;ddition, because literature itself contains the subject mater'lal,
though not in a systematic way, of philosophy, religion, psychology, s'oc1o.h
ogy, and politics, learning to analyze literature and to write ‘about it wi
also improve your capacity to deal with these and other disciplines.

Writing Does Not Come Easily:
Don’t Worry—Just Do It

At the outset, it is important to realize that writing is a process tha't be-
gins in uncertainty and hesitation, and that ]aecomes certain and confldgnt
only as a result of diligent thought and con51'd.erable care. When.you re? 'c;
complete, polished, well-formed piece of writing, you might believe at 1rsd
that the writer wrote this perfect version in only one draft a'nd never neede
to make any changes and improvements in it at all. Nothing could be fur-
ther from the truth. - ' 4 be

If you could see the early drafts of writing you admire, you wou
surprised and startled—and also encouraged—to see that. good writers are
also human and that what they first write is often uncertain, vggue, tangen—
tial, tentative, incomplete, and messy. Usually, they do not'hke these ﬁrst‘
drafts, but nevertheless they work with their efforts and' build upon them:
They discard some details, add others, chop paragraphs in half, reassenfﬂ'ﬂe
the parts elsewhere, throw out much (and then maybe recover some 0 it),
revise or completely rewrite sentences, change words, correct misspellings,

Preliminary 17

and add new material to tie all the parts together and make them flow
smoothly.

There Are Three Major Stages
of Thinking and Writing

For good and not-so-good writers alike, the writing task follows three
basic stages. (1) The first stage—discovering ideas—shares many of the quali-
ties of ordinary conversation. Usually, conversation is random and disorga-
nized. It shifts from topic to topic, often without any apparent cause, and it
is repetitive. In discovering ideas for writing, your process is much the
same, for you jump from idea to idea, and do not necessarily identify the
connections or bridges between them. (2) By the second step, however—cre-
ating an early, rough draft of a critical paper—your thought should be less like
ordinary conversation and more like classroom discussion. Such discus-
sions generally stick to a point, but they are also free and spontaneous, and
digressions often occur. (3) At the third stage—preparing a finished essay—
your thinking must be sharply focused, and your writing must be orga-
nized, definite, concise, and connected.

If you find that trying to write an essay gets you into difficulties like
false starts, dead ends, total cessation of thought, digressions, despair,
hopelessness, and other such frustrations, remember that it is important just
to start. Just simply write anything at all—no matter how unacceptable your
first efforts may seem—and force yourself to come to grips with the materi-
als. Beginning to write does not commit you to your first ideas. They are not
untouchable and holy just because they are on paper or on your computer
screen. You may throw them out in favor of new ideas. You may also cross
out words or move sections around, as you wish. However, if you keep
your first thoughts buried in your mind, you will have nothing to work
with. It is essential to accept the uncertainties in the writing process and
make them work for you rather than against you.

¥ DISCOVERING IDEAS

You cannot know your own ideas fully until you write them down. Thus, the
first thing to do in the writing process is to dig deeply into your mind and
drag out all your responses and ideas about the story. Write anything and
everything that occurs to you. Don’t be embarrassed if things do not look
great at first, but keep working toward improvement. If you have questions
you can’t answer, write them down and plan to answer them later. In your at-
tempts to discover ideas, use the following prewriting techniques.
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Brainstorming or Freewriting
Gets Your Mind Going

Brainstorming or freewriting is an informal way to describe your
own written but private no-holds-barred conversation with yourself. It is
your first step in writing. When you begin freewriting, you do not know
what is going to happen, so you let your mind play over all the possibilities
that you generate as you consider the work, or a particular element of the
work, or your own early responses to it. In effect, you are talking to yourself
and writing down all your thoughts, whether they fall into patterns or seem
disjointed, beside the point, or even foolish. At this time, do not try to orga-
nize or criticize your thoughts. Later you can decide which ideas to keep
and which to throw out. For now, the goal is to get all your ideas on paper or on
the computer screen. As you are developing your essay later on, you may, at
any time, return to the brainstorming or freewriting process to initiate and
develop new ideas.

Focus on Specific Topics

1. DEVELOP SUBJECTS YOU CREATE WHEN TAKING NOTES AND BRAIN-
STORMING. Although the goal of brainstorming is to be totally free about
the topics, you should recognize that you are trying to think creatively. You
will therefore need to start directing your mind into specific channels. Once
you start focusing on definite topics, your thinking, as we have noted, is
analogous to classroom discussion. Let us assume that in freewriting, you
produce a topic that you find especially interesting. You might then start to
focus on this topic and to write as much as you can about it. The following
examples from early thoughts about Maupassant’s “The Necklace” show
how a writer may zero in on such a topic—in this case, “honor”—once the
word comes up in freewriting;

Mathilde could have gone to her friend and told her she had lost the necklace.
But she didn’t. Was she overcome with shame? Would she have felt a loss of
honor by confessing the loss of the necklace?

What is honor? Doing what you think you should even if you don’t want to, or
if it's hard? Or is it pride? Was Mathilde too proud or too honorable to tell her
friend? Does having honor mean going a harder way, when either way would
probably be okdy? Do you have to suffer to be honorable? Does pride or honor
produce a choice for suffering?

Mathilde wants others to envy her, to find her attractive. Later she tells Loisel

that she would feel humiliated at the party with rich women unless she wore
jewelry. Maybe she is more concerned about being admired than about the
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necklace. Having a high self-esteem has something to do with honor, but more
with pride.

Duty. Is it the same as honor? Is it Mathilde’s duty to work so hard? Certainly
her pride causes her to do her duty and behave honorably, and therefore pride
is a step towards honor.

Honor is a major part of life, I think. It seems bigger than any one life or per-
son. Honor is just an idea or a feeling—can an idea of honor be larger than a
life, take over someone’s life? Should it?

These paragraphs do not represent finished writing, but they do demon-
strate how a writer may attempt to define a term and determine the degree
to which it applies to a major character or circumstance. Although the last
paragraph departs from the story, this digression is perfectly acceptable be-
cause in the freewriting stage, writers treat ideas as they arise. If the ideas
amount to something, they may be used in the developing essay; but if they
don’t, they can be thrown away. The important principle in brainstorming
is to record all ideas, with no initial concern about how they might seem to a
reader. The results of freewriting are for the eyes of the writer only. (A stu-
dent once began a freewriting exercise by indicating his desire for a large
bowl of ice cream. Although the wish had nothing to do with the topic, it
did cause the student to begin writing and to express more germane ideas.
Needless to say, the original wish did not get into the final essay.)

" 2. BUILD ON YOUR ORIGINAL NOTES. An essential way to focus your
mind is to mine your journal notes for relevant topics. For example, let us
assume that you have made an original note on “The Necklace” about the
importance of the attic flat where Mathilde and her husband live after they
paid for the replacement necklace. With this note as a start, you can develop
a number of ideas, as in the following:

The attic flat is important. Before, in her apartment, Mathilde was dreamy and
impractical. She was delicate, but after losing the necklace, no way. She be-
comes a worker when in the flat. She can do a lot more now.

M. gives up her servant, climbs stairs carrying buckets of water, washes
greasy pots, throws water around to clean floors, does all the wash by hand.
While she gets stronger, she also gets loud and frumpy—argues with shop-
keepers to get the lowest prices. She stops caring for herself. A reversal here,
from incapable and well groomed to coarse but capable. All this change hap-
pens in the attic flat.

Notice that no more than a brief original note can help you discover
thoughts that you did not originally have. This act of stretching your mind
leads you to put elements of the story together in ways that create support
for ideas that you may use to build good essays. Even in an assertion as
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basic as “The attic flat is important,” the process itself, which is a form of
concentrated thought, leads you creatively forward.

3. RAISE AND ANSWER YOUR OWN QUESTIONS. A major way to dis-
cover ideas about a work is to raise and answer questions as you read. The
“Guidelines for Reading” will help you formulate questions (page 13), but
you may also raise specific questions like these (assuming that you are con-
sidering a story):

¢ What explanations are needed for the characters? Which actions, scenes, and
situations invite interpretation? Why?

¢ What assumptions do the characters and speakers reveal about life and hu-
manity generally; about themselves, the people around them, their families,
and their friends; and about work, the economy, religion, politics, and the
state of the world?

¢ What are their manners or customs?

¢ What kinds of words do they use: formal or informal words, slang or profan-
ity?

. \;\fyhat literary conventions and devices have you discovered, and how do these
add to the work? (When an author addresses readers directly, for example,
that is a convention; when a comparison is used, that is a device, which might
be either a metaphor or a simile.)

Of course you may raise other questions as you reread the piece, or you
may be left with one or two major questions that you decide to pursue.

4, USE THE PLUS-MINUS, PRO-CON, OR EITHER-OR METHOD TO PUT
IDEAS TOGETHER. A common method of discovering ideas is to develop a
set of contrasts: plus-minus, pro-con, either-or. Let us suppose a plus-minus
method of considering the character of Mathilde in “The Necklace”: Should
she be “admired” (plus) or “condemned” (minus)?

Plus: Admired? Minus: Condemned?
After she cries when they get the invi- She wants only to be envied and ad-
tation, she recovers with a “strong ef- mired for being attractive (end of first

fort”—maybe she doesn’t want her
husband to feel bad. She wastes her time in daydreaming
She really scores a great victory at the about things she can’t have, and
dance. She does have the power to whines because she is unhappy.
charm and captivate.

part), not for more important qualities.

She manipulates her husband into giv-
ing her a lot of money for a party
dress, but they live poorly.

Once she loses the necklace, she and
her husband become impoverished.

But she does “her share . . . completely, She assumes that her friend would
heroically” (paragraph 98) to make up think she was a thief if she knew she
for the loss. was returning a different necklace.
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Plus: Admired? Minus: Condemned?

Even when she is poor, she still Shouldn’t she have had more confi-

dreams about that marvelous, shining dence in the friend?

moment. She gets worse than she de-

She gets loud and coarse, and haggles
about pennies, thus undergoing a total
cheapening of her character.

serves.

At the end, she confesses the loss to
her friend.

Once you put contrasting ideas side by side, as in this example, you will get
new ideas. Filling the columns almost demands that you list as many con-
trasting positions as you can and that you think about how material in the
work supports each position. It is in this way that true, genuine thinking
takes place. (

Your notes will therefore be useful regardless of how you finally orga-
nize your essay. You may develop either column in a full essay, or you
might use the notes to support the idea that Mathilde is too complex to be
either wholly admired or wholly condemned. You might even introduce an
entirely new idea, such as that Mathilde should be pitied rather than con-
demned or admired. In short, arranging materials in the plus-minus pattern
is a powerful way to discover ideas that can lead to ways of development
that you might not otherwise find. ‘

5. TRACE DEVELOPING PATTERNS. You can also discover ideas by
making a list or scheme for the story or main idea. What conflicts appear?
Do these conflicts exist between people, groups, or ideas? How does the au-
thor resolve them? Is one force, idea, or side the winner? Why? How do you
respond to the winner or to the loser?

Using this method, you might make a list similar to this one:

Beginning: M. is a fish out of water. She dreams of wealth, but her life is drab
and her husband is ordinary.

Fantasies—make her even more dissatisfied—punishes herself by thinking of
a wealthy life.

Her character relates to the places in the story: the Street of the Martyrs, the
dinner party scene, the attic flat. Also the places she dreams of—she fills them
with the most expensive things she can imagine.

They get the dinner invitation—she pouts and whines. Her husband feels dis-
comfort, but she doesn’t really harm him. She manipulates him into buying
her an expensive party dress, though.

Her dream world hurts her real life when her desire for wealth causes her to
borrow the necklace. Losing the necklace is just plain bad luck.

The attic flat brings out her potential coarseness. But she also develops a spirit
of sacrifice and cooperation. She loses, but she’s really a winner.
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These observations all focus on Mathilde’s character, but you may wish to
trace other patterns you find in the story. If you start planning an essay
about another pattern, be sure to account for all the actions and scenes that
relate to your topic. Otherwise, you may miss a piece of evidence that can
lead you to new conclusions.

6. LET YOUR WRITING HELP YOU DEVELOP YOUR THINKING. No mat-
ter what method of discovering ideas you use, it is important to realize that
unwritten thought is incomplete thought. Make a practice of writing notes
about your reactions and any questions that occur to you. Very likely they
will lead you to the most startling discoveries that you finally make about a
work.

¥ DRAFTING YOUR ESSAY

As you use the brainstorming and focusing techniques for discovering
ideas, you are also beginning to draft your essay. You will need to revise
your ideas as connections among them become more clear, and as you reex-
amine the work for support for the ideas you are developing, but you al-
ready have many of the raw materials you need for developing your topic.

Create a Central Idea

By definition, an essay is a fully developed and organized set of paragraphs
that develop and enlarge a central idea. All parts of an essay should contribute
to the reader’s understanding of the idea. To achieve unity and complete-
ness, each paragraph refers to the central idea and demonstrates how se-
lected details from the work relate to it and support it. The central idea will
help you control and shape your essay, and it will provide guidance for
your reader.

A successful essay about literature is a brief but thorough (not exhaus-
tive) examination of a literary work in light of a particular element, such as
character, point of view, or symbolism. Typical central ideas might be
(1) that a character is strong and tenacious, (2) that the point of view makes
the action seem “distant and objective,” or (3) that a major symbol governs
the actions and thoughts of the major characters. In essays on these fopics,
all points must be tied to such central ideas. Thus, it is a fact that Mathilde
Loisel in “The Necklace” endures ten years of slavish work and sacrifice.
This fact is not relevant to an essay on her character, however, unless you
connect it by showing how it demonstrates one of her major traits—in this
case, her growing strength and perseverance.

Look through all of your ideas for one or two that catch your eye for
development. If you have used more than one prewriting technique, the
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chances are that you have already discovered at least a few ideas that arc-
more thought-provoking, or important, than the others.

Once you choose an idea that you think you can work with, writc it as
a complete sentence. A complete sentence is important: A simple phrase, such
as “setting and character,” does not focus thought the way a sentence does.
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A sentence moves the topic toward new exploration and discovery because
it combines a topic with an outcome, such as “The setting of “The Necklace’
reflects Mathilde’s character.” You may choose to be even more specific:
“Mathilde’s strengths and weaknesses are reflected in the real and imagi-
nary places in “The Necklace.”

With a single, central idea for your essay, you have a standard for ac-
cepting, rejecting, rearranging, and changing the ideas you have been devel-
oping. You may now draft a few paragraphs to see whether your idea seems
valid, or you may decide that it would be more helpful to make an outline
or a list before you attempt to support your ideas in a rough draft. In either
case, you should use your notes for evidence to connect to your central idea.
If you need more ideas, use any of the brainstorming-prewriting techniques
to discover them. If you need to bolster your argument by including more
details that are relevant, jot them down as you reread the work.

Using the central idea that the changes in the story’s settings reflect
Mathilde’s character might produce a paragraph like the following, which
stresses her negative qualities:

The original apartment in the Street of Martyrs and the dream world of
wealthy places both show negative sides of Mathilde’s character. The real-life
apartment, though livable, is shabby. The furnishings all bring out her discon-
tent. The shabbiness makes her think only of luxuriousness, and her one ser-
vant girl causes her to dream of having many servants. The luxury of her
dream life heightens her unhappiness with what she actually has.

Even in such a discovery draft, however, where the purpose is to write ini-
tial thoughts about the central idea, many details from the story are used in
support. In the final draft, this kind of support will be absolutely essential.

Create a Thesis Sentence

With your central idea to guide you, you can now decide which of the
earlier observations and ideas can be developed further. Your goal is to estab-
lish a number of major topics to support the central idea, and to express them
in a thesis sentence—an organizing sentence that plans or forecasts the major

topics you will treat in your essay. Suppose you choose three ideas from your -

discovery stage of development. If you put the central idea at the left and the
list of topics at the right, you have the shape of the thesis sentence. Note that
the first two topics have been taken from the discovery paragraph.

Central Idea Topics
The setting of “The Necklace” reflects 1. Real-life apartment
Mathilde’s character.

2. Dream surroundings
3. Attic flat
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This arrangement leads to the following thesis statement:

Mathilde’s character growth is related to her first apartment, her dream-life
mansion rooms, and her attic flat.

You can revise the thesis statement at any stage of the writing process if you
find that you do not have enough evidence from the work to support it. Per-
haps a new topic may occur to you, and you can include it, appropriately, as
a part of your thesis sentence.

As we have seen, the central idea is the glue of the essay. The thesis
sentence lists the parts to be fastened together—that is, the topics in which the
central idea is to be demonstrated and argued. To alert your readers to your
essay’s structure, the thesis sentence is often placed at the end of the intro-
ductory paragraph, just before the body of the essay begins.

% WRITE A FIRST DRAFT

To write a first draft, you support the points of your thesis sentence with
your notes and discovery materials. You may alter, reject, and rearrange
ideas and details as you wish, as long as you change your thesis sentence to
account for the changes (a major reason why most writers write their intro-
ductions last). The thesis sentence shown earlier contains three topics (it
could be two, or four, or more), to be used in forming the body of the essay.

BEGIN EACH PARAGRAPH WITH A TOPIC SENTENCE. Just as the organi-
zation of the entire essay is based on the thesis, the form of each paragraph
is based on its topic sentence. A topic sentence is an assertion about how a
topic from the predicate of the thesis statement supports the central idea.
The first topic in our example is the relationship of Mathilde’s character to
her first apartment, and the resulting paragraph should emphasize this rela-
tionship. If you choose the coarsening of her character during the ten-year
travail, you can then form a topic sentence by connecting the trait with the
location, as follows:

The attic flat reflects the coarsening of Mathilde’s character.

Beginning with this sentence, the paragraph can show how Mathide’s
rough, heavy housework has a direct effect on her behavior, appearance,
and general outlook. ’

USE ONLY ONE TOPIC—NO MORE—IN EACH PARAGRAPH. Usually you
should treat each separate topic in a single paragraph. However, if a topic
scems especially difficult, long, and heavily detailed, you may divide it into
two or more subtopics, each receiving a separate paragraph of its own.
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Should you make this division, your topic then is really a section, and each
paragraph in the section should have its own topic sentence.

WRITE SO THAT YOUR PARAGRAPHS DEVELOP OUT OF YOUR TOPIC SEN-
TENCES. Once you choose your thesis sentence, you can use it to focus
your observations and conclusions. Let us see how our topic about the attic
flat may be developed as a paragraph:

The attic flat reflects the coarsening of Mathilde’s character. Maupassant em-
phasizes the burdens she endures to save money, such as mopping floors,

cleaning greasy and encrusted pots and pans, taking out the garbage, and
handwashing clothes and dishes. This work makes her rough and coarse, an
effect that is heightened by her giving up care of her hair and hands, wearing
the cheapest dresses possible, and becoming loud and penny-pinching in hag-
gling with the local shopkeepers. If at the beginning she is delicate and attrac-
tive, at the end she is unpleasant and coarse.

Notice that details from the story are introduced to provide support for the
topic sentence. All the subjects—the hard work, the lack of personal care,
the wearing of cheap dresses, and the haggling with the shopkeepers—are
introduced not to retell the story but rather to exemplify the claim the writer
is making about Mathilde’s character.

Develop an Outline

So far we have been developing an outline—that is, a skeletal plan of
organization for your essay. Some writers never use formal outlines at all,
preferring to make informal lists of ideas, whereas others rely on them con-
stantly. Still other writers insist that they cannot make an outline until they
have finished their essays. Regardless of your preference, your finished essay
should have a tight structure. Therefore, you should create a guiding outline
to develop or to shape your essay.

The outline we have been developing here is the analytical sentence
outline. This type is easier to create than it sounds. It consists of (1) an intro-
duction, including the central idea and the thesis sentence, together with
(2) topic sentences that are to be used in each paragraph of the body, followed
by (3) a conclusion.

When applied to the subject we have been developing, such an outline
looks like this:

TITLE: How Setting in “The Necklace” Is Related to the Character of Mathilde
1. INTRODUCTION

a. Central idea: Maupassant uses his setting to show Mathilde’s character.

Preliminary 27

b. Thesis statement: Her character growth is related to her first apartment, her
daydreams about elegant rooms in a mansion, and her attic flat.
2. BODY—Topic sentences a, b, and ¢ (and d, e, and f{, if necessary)
a. Details about her first apartment explain her dissatisfaction and depres-
sion.
b. Her daydreams about mansion rooms are like the apartment because they
too make her unhappy.
c. The attic flat reflects the coarsening of her character.
3. CONCLUSION—Topic sentence

a. All details in the story, particularly the setting, are focused on the character
of Mathilde.

The conclusion may be a summary of the body; it may evaluate the main
idea; it may briefly suggest further points of discussion; or it may be a re-
flection on the details of the body.

Use the Outline in Developing Your Essay

The sample essays included throughout this book are organized ac-
cording to the principles of the analytical sentence outline. To emphasize
the shaping effect of these outlines, all central ideas, thesis sentences, and
topic sentences are underlined. In your own writing, you may underline or
italicize these “skeletal” sentences as.a check on your organization. Unless
your instructor requires such markings, however, remove them in your
final drafts.

¥ SAMPLE ESSAY, FIRST DRAFT

The following sample essay is a first draft of the topic we have been devel-
oping. The essay follows the outline presented here and includes details
from the story in support of the various topics. It is by no means, however,
as good a piece of writing as it can be. The draft omits a topic, some addi-
tional details, and some new insights that are included in the final draft
(pages 39—40). It therefore reveals the need to make improvements through
additional brainstorming and discovery-prewriting techniques.
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How Setting in “The Necklace” Is Related
to the Character of Mathilde’

(]

(2]

(3]

(41

(8]

In “The Necklace” Guy de Maupassant does not give much detail about
the setting. He does not even describe the necklace itself, which is the central
object in his plot, but he says only that it is “superb” (paragraph 47). Rather, he
uses the setting to reflect the character of the central figure, Mathilde Loisel.”
All his details are presented to bring out her traits. Her character growth is re-
lated to her first apartment, her daydreams about mansion rooms, and her
attic flat. T

Details about her first apartment explain her dissatisfaction and depres-
sion. The walls are “drab,” the furniture “threadbare,” and the curtains “ugly”
(paragraph 3). There is only a simple country girl to do the housework. The
tablecloth is not changed daily, and the best dinner dish is boiled beef.
Mathilde has no evening clothes, only a theater dress that she does not like.
These details show her dissatisfaction about her life with her low-salatied hus-
band.

Her dream-life images of wealth are like the apartment because they too
make her_unhappy. In her daydreams about life in a mansion, the rooms are
large, filled with expensive furniture and bric-a-brac, and draped in silk. She
imagines private rooms for intimate talks, and big dinners with delicacies like
trout and quail. With dreams of such a rich home, she feels even more despair
about her modest apartment on the Street of Martyrs in Paris.

The attic fiat refiects the coarsening of Mathilde’s character. Maupassant
emphasizes the burdens she endures to save money, such as mopping floors,
cleaning greasy and encrusted pots and pans, taking out the garbage, and
hand-washing clothes and dishes. This work makes her rough and coarse, a
fact also shown by her giving up care of her hair and hands, wearing the
cheapest dresses possible, haggling with local shopkeepers, and becoming
loud and penny-pinching. If at the beginning she is delicate and attractive, at
the end she is unpleasant and coarse.

In_summary, Maupassant focuses everything in the story. including the
setting, on the character of Mathilde. Anything extra is not needed, and he
does not include it. Thus he says little about the big party scene, but empha-
sizes the necessary detail that Mathilde was a great “success” (paragraph 52).
It is this detail that brings out some of her early attractiveness and charm (de-
spite her more usual unhappiness). Thus in “The Necklace,” Maupassant uses
setting as a means to his end—the story of Mathilde and her needless sacri-
fice.

“See pages 5-12 for this story.
*Central idea.
*Thesis sentence.

Preliminary 29

'§ DEVELOP AND STRENGTHEN YOUR ESSAY
THROUGH REVISION

After finishing a first draft like this one, you may wonder what more you
can do. You have read the work several times, discovered ideas to write
about through brainstorming techniques, made an outline of your ideas,
and written a full draft. How can you do better?

The best way to begin is to observe that a major mistake writers make
when writing about literature is to do no more than retell a story or reword an idea.
Retelling a story shows only that you have read it, not that you have
thought about it. Writing a good essay requires you to arrange your
thoughts into a pattern that can be followed by a perceptive reader.

Use Your Own Order of References

There are many ways to escape the trap of summarizing stories and to
set up your own pattern of development. One way is to stress your own
order when referring to parts of a work. Do not treat details as they happen,
but rearrange them to suit your own thematic plans. Rarely, if ever, should
you begin by talking about a work’s opening; it is better to talk first about
the conclusion or middle. As you examine your first draft, if you find that
you have followed the chronological order of the work instead of stressing
your own order, you may use one of the prewriting techniques to figure out
new ways to connect your materials. The principle is that you should intro-
duce references to the work to support the points you wish to make, and
only these points.

Use Literary Material as Evidence
in Your Argument

Whenever you write, your position is like that of a detective using
clues as evidence for building a case, or of a lawyer using evidence as sup-
port for an argument. Your goal should be to convince your readers of your
own knowledge and the reasonableness of your conclusions.

It is vital to use evidence convincingly so that your readers can follow
your ideas. Let us look briefly at two drafts of a new example to see how
writing may be improved by the pointed use of details. These are from
drafts of a longer essay on the character of Mathilde.

1 2

The major extenuating detail about
Mathilde is that she seems to be iso-

The major flaw of Mathilde’s character
is that she is withdrawn and
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1

lated, locked away from other people.
She and her husband do not talk to
each other much, except about external
things. He speaks about his liking for
boiled beef, and she states that she
cannot accept the big invitation be-
cause she has no nice dresses. Once
she gets the dress, she complains be-
cause she has no jewelry. Even when
borrowing the necklace from Jeanne
Forrestier, she does not say much.
When she and her husband discover
that the necklace is lost, they simply go
over the details, and Loisel dictates a
letter of explanation, which she writes
in her own hand. Even when she
meets Jeanne on the Champs-Elysées,
she does not say a great deal about her

CHAPTER 1

2

uncommunicative, apparently unwill-
ing or unable to form an intimate rela-
tionship. For example, she and her
husband do not talk to each other
much, except about external things
such as his taste for boiled beef and
her lack of a party dress and jewelry.
With such an uncommunicative mar-
riage, one might suppose that she
would be more open with her close
friend, Jeanne Forrestier, but Mathilde
does not say much even to her. This
flaw hurts her greatly, because if she
were more open, she might have ex-
plained the loss and so have avoided
the horrible sacrifice. This lack of
openness, along with her self-indul-
gent dreaminess, is her biggest defect.

life but only goes through enough de-
tails about the loss and replacement of
the necklace to make Jeanne exclaim
about the needlessness of the ten-year
sacrifice.

A comparison of these paragraphs shows that the first has more words
than the second (158 to 122), but that it is more appropriate for a rough than
a final draft because the writer does little more than retell the story. The
paragraph is cluttered with details that do not support any conclusions. If
you examine it for what you might learn about Maupassant’s actual use of
Mathilde’s solitary traits in “The Necklace,” you will find that it gives you
but little help. The writer needs to consider why these details should be
shared, and to revise the paragraph according to the central idea.

On the other hand, the details in the second paragraph all support the
declared topic. Phrases such as “for example,” “with such,” and “this lack”
show that the writer of paragraph 2 has assumed that the audience knows
the story and now wants help in interpretation. Paragraph 2 therefore
guides readers by connecting the details to the topic. It uses these details as evi-
dence, not as a retelling of actions. By contrast, paragraph 1 recounts a num-
ber of relevant actions but does not connect them to the topic. More details,
of course, could have been added to the second paragraph, but they are un-
necessary because the paragraph demonstrates the point with the details
used. There are many qualities that make good writing good, but one of the
most important is shown in a comparison of the two paragraphs: In good
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writing, no details are included unless they are used as supporting evidence in a
pattern of thought.

Keep to Your Point

To show another distinction between first- and second-draft writing,
let us consider a third example. The following paragraph, in which the
writer assumes an audience that is interested in the relationship of econom-
ics and politics to literature, is drawn from an essay on “The Idea of Eco-
nomic Determinism in "The Necklace.”” In this paragraph, the writer shows
how economics are related to a number of incidents from the story. The idea
is to assert that Mathilde’s difficulties result not from character but rather
from financial restrictions:

More important than chance in governing life is the idea that people are con-
trolled by economic circumstances. Mathilde, as is shown at the story’s open-
ing, is born poor. Therefore, she doesn’t get the right doors opened for her,
and her marriage is to a minor clerk. With a vivid imagination and a burning
desire for luxury, seeming to be born only for the wealthy life, her poor home
brings out her daydreams of expensive surroundings. She taunts her husband,
Loisel, when he brings the big invitation, because she does not have a suitable
(read “expensive”) dress. Once she gets the dress, it is jewelry that she lacks,
and she borrows that and loses it. The loss of the necklace is the greatest trou-
ble, because it forces the Loisels to borrow deeply and to lead an impoverished
life for ten years.

This paragraph begins with an effective topic sentence, indicating that
the writer has a good plan. The remaining part, however, shows how easily
writers may be diverted from their objective. The flaw is that the material of
the paragraph, while accurate, is not tied to the topic. Once the second sen-
tence is under way, the paragraph gets lost in a retelling of events, and the
fine opening sentence is left behind. The paragraph therefore shows that
writers cannot assume that detail alone will make an intended meaning
clear. They must do the connecting themselves, to make sure that all rela-
tionships are explicitly clear. This point cannot be overstressed.

Let us see how the problem may be treated. If the ideal paragraph can
be schematized with line drawings, we might say that the paragraph’s topic
should be a straight line, moving toward and reaching a specific goal (ex-
plicit meaning), with an exemplifying line moving away from the straight
line briefly to bring in evidence, but returning to the line after each new fact _
in order to demonstrate the relevance of the fact. Thus, the ideal scheme
looks like this, with a straight line touched a number of times by an undu-
lating line: ’
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CHAPTER 1

Analyze and explain the way in which the conflicts in a story or play are de-
veloped. What pattern or patterns seem to develop? How does the work grow
out of the conflicts?

Basing your ideas on your marginal and journal notations, select an idea and
develop a thesis sentence from it, using your idea and a list of possible topics
for the development of an essay.

Using the thesis sentence that you write for exercise 6, develop a brief topical
outline for an essay.

What effect do the minor characters in “The Necklace” (Loisel and Jeanne For-
restier) have upon your perception of Mathilde?

A critic has said that the disaster befalling Mathilde and Loisel results not so
much from their losing the necklace as from their not telling Jeanne about the
loss. How true is this judgment? Be sure to consider what they themselves
think might have happened if they had confessed the loss to Jeanne.

Write a brief story of your own in which you show how a chance event has a
major impact on the lives of your character or characters. In what ways is your
chance event similar to or different from what happens to Mathilde? What
view of life and reality do you think is represented by the consequences of the
chance event?

chapter 2

K

Writing About Likes
and Dislikes:

Responding to Literature

I’cople read for many reasons. In the course of daily affairs, they read signs,
labels, price tags, recipes, or directions for assembling a piece of furniture or
a toy. They read newspapers to learn about national, international, and local
cvents. They might read magazines to learn about important issues, celebri-
lies, political figures, and biographical details about significant persons.
Sometimes they might read to pass the time, or to take their minds off press-
ing problems or situations. Also, people regularly read out of necessity—in
school and in their work. They study for examinations in chemistry, biol-
ogy, psychology, and political science. They go over noun paradigms and
verb forms in a foreign language. They read to acquire knowledge in many
areas, and they read to learn new skills, new information, and new ways to
do their jobs better.

But, aside from incidental, leisurely, and obligatory reading, many
people turn to imaginative literature, which they read because they like it
and find it interesting. Even if they don’t equally like all the things that they
read, they nevertheless enjoy reading and usually pick out authors and
types of literature that they like.

It is therefore worth considering those qualities of 1mag1nat1ve litera- -
ture that at the primary level produce responses of pleasure (and also of dis-
pleasure). You either like or dislike a story, poem, or play. If you say no
more than this, however, you have not said much. Analyzing and explain-
ing your likes and dislikes requires you to describe the reasons for your
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responses. The goal should be to form your responses as judgments, which
are usually informed and informative, rather than as simple reactions, which
may be uninformed and unexplained.

Sometimes a reader’s first responses are that a story or poem is either
“okay” or “boring.” These reactions usually mask an incomplete and super-
ficial first reading. They are neither informative nor informed. As you study
most works, however, you will be drawn into them and become interested
and involved. To be interested in a poem, play, or story is to be taken into it
emotionally; to be involved suggests that your emotions become almost
wrapped up in the characters, problems, outcomes, ideas, and expressions
of opinion and emotion. Both “interest” and “involvement” describe gen-
uine responses to reading. Once you get interested and involved, your read-
ing ceases to be a task or an assignment and grows into a pleasure.

¥ USE YOUR JOURNAL TO RECORD
YOUR RESPONSES

No one can tell you what you should or should not like, for liking is your
own concern. While your reading is still fresh, therefore, you should use
your journal to record your responses to a work in addition to your obser-
vations about it. Be frank in your judgment. Write down what you like or
dislike, and explain the reasons for your responses, even if these are brief
and incomplete. If, after later thought and fuller understanding, you change
or modify your impressions, write down these changes too. Here is a jour-
nal entry that explains a favorable response to Guy de Maupassant’s “The
Necklace™:

I like “The Necklace” because of the surprise ending. It isn’t that I like
Mathilde’s bad luck, but I like the way Maupassant hides the most important
fact in the story until the end. Mathilde does all that work and sacrifice for no
reason at all, and the surprise ending makes this point strongly.

This paragraph could be developed as part of an essay. It is a clear state-
ment of liking, followed by references to likable things in the story. This re-
sponse pattern, which can be simply phrased as “I like [dislike] this work
because . . .,” is a useful way to begin journal entries because it always re-
quires an explanation of responses. If at first you cannot explain the causes
of your responses, at least make a brief list of the things you like or dislike.
If you write nothing, you will probably forget your reactions. Recovering
them later, either for discussion or writing, will be difficult.
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¥ STATE REASONS FOR YOUR
I'AVORABLE RESPONSES

sually you can equate your interest in a work with liking it. You can be
morte specific about favorable responses by citing one or more of the follow-
i

* You like and admire the characters and what they do and stand for. You get
involved with them. When they are in danger, you are concerned; when they
succeed, you are happy; when they speak, you like what they say.

* After you have read the last word in a story or play, you are sorry to part with
these characters and wish that there were more to read about them and their
activities.

* Even if you do not particularly like a character or the characters, you are nev-
ertheless interested in the reasons for and outcomes of their actions.

* You get so interested and involved in the actions or ideas in the work that you
do not want to put the work down until you have finished it.

* You like to follow the pattern of action or the development of the author’s
thoughts, so that you respond with appreciation upon finishing the work.

* You find that reading enables you to relax or to take your mind off a problem
or a pressing responsibility.

* You learn something new—something you had never before known or
thought about human beings and their ways of handling their problems.

* You learn about customs and ways of life in different places and times.

* You gain new insights into aspects of life that you thought you already under-

stood.

You feel happy or thrilled because of reading the work.

You are amused, and you laugh often as you read.

You like the author’s ways of describing scenes, actions, ideas, and feelings.

You find that many of the expressions are remarkable and beautiful, and are

therefore worth remembering.

¥ STATE REASONS FOR YOUR
UNFAVORABLE RESPONSES

Although so far we have dismissed okay and boring and have stressed inter-
est, involvement, and liking, it is important to know that disliking all or part
of a work is normal and acceptable. You do not need to hide this response.
Here, for example, are two short journal responses expressing dislike for
Maupassant’s “The Necklace”:

1. 1 do not like “The Necklace” because Mathilde seems spoiled, and I don't
think she is worth reading about.
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2. “The Necklace” is not an adventure story, and I like reading only adventure
stories.

These are both legitimate responses because they are based on a clear stan-
dard of judgment. The first response stems from a distaste for one of the
main character’s unlikable traits, and the second from a preference for
rapidly moving stories that evoke interest in the dangers that main charac-
ters face and overcome.

Here is a paragraph-length journal entry that might be developed
from the first response. Notice that the reasons for dislike are explained.
They would need only slightly more development for use in an essay:

I dislike “The Necklace” because Mathilde seems spoiled, and I don't think
she is worth reading about. She is a phony. She nags her husband because he
is not rich. She never tells the truth. I dislike her for hurrying away from the
party because she is afraid of being seen in her shabby coat. She is foolish and
dishonest for not telling Jeanne Forrestier about losing the necklace. It's true
that she works hard to pay the debt, but she also puts her husband through
ten years of hardship. If Mathilde had faced facts, she might have had a better
life. I do not like her and cannot like the story because of her.

As long as you include reasons for your dislike, as in the list and in the
paragraph, you can use them again in considering the story more fully,
when you will surely also expand thoughts, include new details, pick new
topics for development as paragraphs, and otherwise modify your journal
entry. You might even change your mind. However, even if you do not, it is
better to record your original responses and reasons honestly than to force
yourself to say you like a story that you do not like.

Try to Put Dislikes into a Larger Context

Although it is important to be honest about disliking a work, it is more
important to broaden your perspective and expand your taste. For example,
a dislike based on the preference for only mystery or adventure stories, if
generally applied, would cause a person to dislike most works of literature.
This attitude seems unnecessarily self-limiting.

If negative responses are put in a larger context, it is possible to ex-
pand the capacity to like and appreciate good literature. For instance, some
readers might be preoccupied with their own concerns and therefore be un-
interested in remote or “irrelevant” literary figures. However, if by reading
about literary characters, they can gain insight into general problems of life,
and therefore their own concerns, they can find something to like in just
about any work. Other readers might like sports and therefore not read any-
thing but the daily sports pages. What probably interests them about sports
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15 competition, however, so if they can follow the competition or conflict in a
literary work, they will have discovered something to like in that work.

As an example, let us consider again the dislike based on a preference
lor adventure stories, and see whether this preference can be widened. Here
are some reasons for liking adventures:

Adventure has fast action.
It has danger and tension, and therefore interest.
It has daring, active, and successful characters.

L s

It has obstacles that the characters work hard to overcome.

No one could claim that the first three points apply to “The Necklace,” but
the fourth point is promising. Mathilde, the major character, works hard to
overcome an obstacle: She pitches in to help her husband pay the large debt.
If you like adventures because the characters try to gain worthy goals, then
you can also like “The Necklace” for the same reason. The principle here is
clear: If a reason for liking a favorite work or type of work can be found in
another work, then there is reason to like that new work.

The following paragraph shows a possible application of this “bridg-
ing” process of extending preferences. (The sample essay [page 50] is also
developed along these lines.)

I usually like only adventure stories, and therefore I disliked “The Necklace”
at first because it is not adventure. But one of my reasons for liking adventure
is that the characters work hard to overcome difficult obstacles, like finding
buried treasure or exploring new places. Mathilde, Maupassant’s main charac-
ter in “The Necklace,” also works hard to overcome an obstacle—helping to
pay back the money and interest for the borrowed 18,000 francs used as part of
the payment for the replacement necklace. I like adventure characters because
they stick to things and win out. I see the same toughness in Mathilde. Her
problems get more interesting as the story moves on after a slow beginning. I
came to like the story.

The principle of “bridging” from like to like is worth restating: If a reason for
liking a favorite work or type of work can be found in another work, then there is rea-
son to like that new work. A person who adapts to new reading in this open-
minded way can redefine dislikes, no matter how slowly, and may conse-
quently expand the ability to like and appreciate many kinds of literature.

An equally open-minded way to develop understanding and widen

taste is to put dislikes in the following light: An author’s creation of an un-
likable character, situation, attitude, or expression may be deliberate. Your
dislike might then result from the author’s intentions. A first task of study,
therefore, is to understand and explain the intention or plan. As you put the
plan into your own words, you may find that you can like a work with un-
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likable things in it. Here is a paragraph that traces this pattern of thinking,
based again on “The Necklace”:

Maupassant apparently wants the reader to dislike Mathilde, and I do. At first,
he shows her being unrealistic and spoiled. She lies to everyone and nags her
husband. Her rushing away from the party so that no one can see her shabby
coat is a form of lying. But I like the story itself because Maupassant makes an-
other kind of point. He does not hide her bad qualities, but makes it clear that
she herself is the cause of her trouble. If people like Mathilde never face the
truth, they will get into bad situations. This is a good point, and I like the way
Maupassant makes it. The entire story is therefore worth liking even though I
still do not like Mathilde.

Both of these “bridging” analyses are consistent with the original neg-
ative reactions. In the first paragraph, the writer applies one of his princi-
ples of liking to include “The Necklace.” In the second, the writer considers
her initial dislike in the context of the work, and discovers a basis for liking
the story as a whole while still disliking the main character. The main con-
cern in both responses is to keep an open mind despite initial dislike and
then to see whether the unfavorable response can be more fully and broadly
considered.

However, if you decide that your dislike overbalances any reasons
you can find for liking, then you should explain your dislike. As long as you
relate your response to the work accurately and measure it by a clear stan-
dard of judgment, your dislike of even a commonly liked work is not unac-
ceptable. The important issue is not so much that you like or dislike a partic-
ular work but that you develop your own abilities to analyze and express your
ideas.

¥ WRITING ABOUT YOUR RESPONSES
OF LIKES OR DISLIKES

In writing about your responses, rely on your first informed reactions to the
work you have read. Because at least a little time will have elapsed between
your first reading and your gathering of materials to begin writing, you can
use your journal observations to guide you in your prewriting as you recon-
struct your initial informed reactions to the work. Develop your essay by
stressing those characters, incidents, thoughts, and emotions that interest
(or do not interest) you.

As with many essays, you will be challenged to connect details from
the work to your central idea. That is, once you have begun by stating that
you like (or dislike) the story, you might forget to highlight this response as
you enumerate details. Therefore, you need to stress your involvement in
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the work. You can show your attitudes by indicating approval (or disap-
prroval), by commenting favorably (or unfavorably) on the details, by indi-
«aling things that seem new (or shopworn) and particularly instructive (or
wrong), and by giving assent to (or dissent from) ideas or expressions of
fecling,

Organize Your Essay about Likes
or Dislikes

INTRODUCTION. Briefly describe the conditions that influence your
response. Your central idea should be why you like or dislike the work.
Your thesis sentence should include the major causes of your response,
which are to be developed in the body.

BobY. The most common approach is to consider specific details that
you like or dislike. The list on page 45 may help you articulate your re-
«ponses. For example, you admired a particular character, or you got so in-
lerested in a story that you could not put it down, or you liked a particular
passage in a poem or play, or you felt thrilled as you finished reading the
work. Also, you may wish to develop a major idea, a fresh insight, or a par-
licular outcome, as in the sample paragraph on page 44, which shows a sur-
prise ending as the cause of a favorable response.

A second approach is to explain any changes in your responses about
the work (i.e., negative to positive and vice versa). This approach requires
that you isolate the causes of the change, but it does not require you to retell
the story from beginning to end.

1. One way to deal with such a change—the “bridge” method of transferring
preference from one type of work to another—is shown in the sample essay
(page 50).

2. Another way is to explain a change in terms of a new awareness or under-
standing that you did not have on a first reading. Thus, for example, your first
response to Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado” (page 345) might be unfavorable
or neutral because the story seems unnecessarily sensational and lurid. But
further consideration might lead you to discover new insights that change
your mind, such as the needs to overcome personal pride and to stop minor
resentments from growing and festering. Your essay would then explain how
these new insights have caused you to like the story.

CONCLUSION. Here you might summarize the reasons for your major -
response. You might also face any issues brought up by a change or modifi-
cation of your first reactions. For example, if you have always held certain
assumptions about your taste but like the work despite these assumptions,
you may wish to talk about your own change or development. This topic is
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personal, but in an essay about your personal responses, discovery about
yourself is legitimate and worthy.

Sample Essay

Some Reasons for Liking Maupassant's
“The Necklace”

To me, the most likable kind of reading is adventure. There are many
reasons for my preference, but an important one is that adventure characters
work hard to overcome obstacles. Because Guy de Maupassant’s “The Neck-
lace” is not adventure, | did not like it at first. But in one respect the story is like

[11  adventure: The major character, Mathilde Loisel, works hard with her husband
for ten years to overcome a difficult obstacle. Thus, because Mathilde does

what adventure characters also do, the story is likable.* Mathilde’s appeal re-

sults from her hard work, strong character, and sad fate, and also from the
way our view of her changes.’

Mathilde’s hard work makes her seem good. Once she and her husband
are faced with the huge debt of 18,000 francs, she works like a slave to pay it
back. She gives up her servant and moves to a cheaper place. She does the
household drudgery, wears cheap clothes, and haggles with shopkeepers.
Just like the characters in adventure stories who do hard and unpleasant
things, she does what she has to, and this makes her admirable.

Her strong character shows her endurance. a likable trait. At first she is
nagging and fussy, and she always dreams about wealth and tells lies, but she
changes and gets better. She recognizes her blame in losing the necklace,
and she has the toughness to help her husband redeem the debt. She sacri-
fices “heroically” (paragraph 98) by giving up her comfortable way of life, even
though in the process she also loses her youth and beauty. Her jobs are not
the exotic and glamorous ones of adventure stories, but her force of character
makes her as likable as an adventure heroine.

Her sad fate also makes her likable. In adventure stories the characters
often suffer as they do their jobs. Mathilde also suffers, but in a different way,
[4] because her suffering is permanent while the hardships of adventure charac-

ters are temporary. This fact makes her especially pitiable because all her sac-

rifices are not necessary. This unfairness invites the reader to take her side.
The most important quality promoting admiration is the way in which

Maupassant shifts our view of Mathilde. As she goes deeper into her hard life,

Maupassant stresses her work and not the innermost thoughts he reveals at
[5] the beginning. In other words, the view into her character at the start, when

she dreams about wealth, invites dislike; but the focus at the end is on her

achievements, with never a complaint—even though she still has golden mem-
ories, as the narrator tells us:

2]

i3]

‘See pages 5-12 for this story.
*Central idea.
*Thesis sentence.
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But sometimes, when her husband was at work, she sat down neai the
15] window, and she dreamed of that evening so long ago, of that patty,
where she had been so beautiful and so admired. (paragraph 104)

A major quality of Maupassant’'s changed emphasis is that Mathilde's fond
memories do not lead to anything unfortunate. His shift in focus, from
Mathilde’s dissatisfaction to her sharing of responsibility and sacrifice, encour-
ages the reader to like her.
“The Necklace” is not an adventure story, but Mathilde has some of the
good qualities of adventure characters. Also, the surprise revelation that the
j6] lost necklace was false is an unforgettable twist, and this makes her more de-
serving than she seems at first. Maupassant has arranged the story so that the
reader finally admires Mathilde. “The Necklace” is a skillful and likable story.

‘¥ COMMENTARY ON THE ESSAY

This essay demonstrates how a reader may develop appreciation by trans-
ferring a preference for one type of work to a work that does not belong to
the type. In the essay, the “bridge” is an already established taste for adven-
ture stories, and the grounds for liking “The Necklace” are that Mathilde,
the main character, shares the admirable qualities of adventure heroes and
heroines.

In paragraph 1, the introduction, the grounds for transferring prefer-
ences are established. Paragraph 2 deals with Mathilde’s capacity to work
hard, and paragraph 3 considers the equally admirable quality of en-
durance. The fourth paragraph describes how Mathilde’s condition evokes
sympathy and pity. These paragraphs hence explain the story’s appeal by
asserting that the main character is similar to admirable characters fro
works of adventure. '

The fifth paragraph shows that Maupassant, as the story unfolds, al-
ters the reader’s perceptions of Mathilde from bad to good. For this reason
paragraph 5 marks a new direction from paragraphs 2, 3, and 4: It moves
away from the topic material itself—Mathide’s character—to Maupassant’s
technique in handling the topic material. .

Paragraph 6, the conclusion, restates the comparison and also intro-
duces the surprise ending as an additional reason for liking “The Necklace.”
With the body and conclusion together, therefore, the essay establishes five
separate reasons for approval. Three of these, derived directly from the -
main character, constitute the major grounds for liking the story, and two
are related to Maupassant’s techniques as an author.

Throughout the essay, the central idea is brought out in words and ex-
pressions such as “likable,” “Mathilde’s appeal,” “strong character,” "“she
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77

does what she has to,” “pitiable,” and “take her side.” Many of these ex-
pressions were first made in the writer’s journal; and, mixed as they are
with details from the story, they make for continuity. It is this thematic de-
velopment, together with details from the story as supporting evidence, that
shows how an essay on the responses of liking and disliking may be both
informed and informative.

¥ SPECIAL WRITING TOPICS FOR STUDYING
PERSONAL RESPONSES (LIKES AND DISLIKES)

1. In the last six months, what literary works have you read that you liked or dis-
liked? Write a brief essay explaining your reasons for your positive or nega-
tive responses. To illustrate your points, you may make liberal references to
these works, and, in addition, you may refer to films or TV shows that you
have recently seen.

2. Some readers dislike Poe’s story “The Cask of Amontillado” because of the
speaker’s cruel act of revenge against Fortunato. Respond to this reaction to
the work.

3. Consider the sample likes/ dislikes essay on Maupassant’s “The Necklace.” Do
you accept the arguments in the essay? What other details and arguments can
you think of for either liking or disliking the story?

4. For what reasons should a reader like Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116: “Let Me Not
to the Marriage of True Minds”?

5. Explain why a negative response to Glaspell’s Trifles is not justified by what
happens in the play.

6. How can a person like Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman Brown” even if that
same person dislikes what happens to Brown’s character and outlook?

7. Write contrasting paragraphs about a character (whom you know or about
whom you have read). In the first paragraph, try to make your reader like the
character. In the second, try to make your reader dislike the character. Explain
how you tried to create these opposite responses. How fair would it be for a
reader to dislike your negative paragraph even though your hostile portrait is
successful?

chapter 3
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Writing About Character:
The People in Literature

Writers of fiction create narratives that enhance and deepen our under-
standing of human character and human life. In our own day, under the in-
fluences of pioneers like Freud, Jung, and Skinner, the science of psychol-
ogy has influenced both the creation and study of literature. It is well
known that Freud buttressed some of his psychological conclusions by re-
ferring to literary works, especially plays by Shakespeare. Widely known
films such as Spellbound, The Snake Pit, and Final Analysis have popularized
the relationships between literary character and psychology. Without
doubt, the presentation and understanding of character is a major aim of lit-
erature.

In literature, a character may be defined as a verbal representation of a
human being. Through action, speech, description, and commentary, au-
thors portray characters who are worth caring about, rooting for, and even
loving, although there are also characters you may laugh at, dislike, or even
hate.

In a story or play emphasizing a major character, you may expect that
each action or speech, no matter how small, is part of a total presentation of
that complex combination of both the inner and the outer self that consti-
tutes a human being. Whereas in life things may “just happen,” in literature
all actions, interactions, speeches, and observations are deliberate. Thus,
you read about important actions like a long period of work and sacrifice
(Maupassant’s “The Necklace”), the exciting discovery of a previously un-



