Evan Allgood

ENGL 1102

Essay #4: The Literary Research Paper (20%)

For your final assignment, I challenge you to write a 5-7 p. literary research paper on any author or text we've studied this semester. In your essay—which (as always) should be clear, concise, focused, original, and made up of debatable claims supported by textual evidence—you should make a strong, specific argument supported by at least six sources (including your primary research source: the text[s], with a maximum of one Internet source). This should not be a summary or overview of a work, but an argumentative essay that cites outside sources for evidence in addition to the text itself.

For this essay, many (perhaps most) of you will want to examine issues of historical and cultural context (p. 46-47 in Making Literature Matter). Maybe the most concise way to define this is on p. 47—“issues of historical and cultural context are often issues of relevance: which facts about a work's creation are important for readers to know, and how would awareness of these facts help readers better understand the work?” Furthermore: “When you refer to a work's historical context, you need to clarify that you are examining

(1) the life of the work's author;

(2) the time period in which it was written;

(3) any time period mentioned within the text;

(4) its subsequent reception, including responses to it by later generations; or

(5) the forms in which the work has been published, which may involve changes in its spelling, punctuation, wording, and overall appearance.”

(For an example of this type of essay, see p. 208-211. For How to Write a Research Paper, see. p. 190-218.)

Others may want to write a paper that deals with existing interpretations of a work (p. 204-207), or one that uses literature as a springboard to examine social issues (212-217). Still others may want to apply a certain type of literary criticism (feminist, Freudian, etc.) to a work and/or examine it in terms of gender, politics, philosophy, religion, psychology, sociology, what-have-you. Clearly you have a good deal of flexibility as far as what you want to write about, but I can't stress enough that this should be an argumentative essay made up of debatable claims. The most common mistake with this type of paper is that one merely summarizes what critics have already said about a work, or makes too-obvious connections to the text from the author's life (“Dickens lived in London, which is where this story is set”). Make bold, original claims! Pick an author, text (or texts), and topic that truly interest you and sink your teeth into the assignment. The research will be much easier and your paper much stronger for it.

Some authors we've studied this semester: Sherman Alexie (“What You Pawn...”), Sherwood Anderson (“Adventure”), Angela Carter (“The Company of Wolves”), EE Cummings “somewhere i have never traveled”), Emily Dickinson (“Wild Nights!”), Ralph Ellison (“Battle Royal”), Robert Frost (“Mending Wall”), Jamaica Kincaid (“Girl”), Stanley Kubrick (Dr. Strangelove), Claude McKay (“The Snow Fairy”), John Milton (“When I Consider How My Light Is Spent”), Alan Moore (Watchmen), Flannery O'Connor (“A Good Man Is Hard to Find”), Sharon Olds (“True Love”), William Shakespeare (“Let me not to the marriage of true minds,” Othello), Wislawa Szymborska (“True Love”), John Updike (“A&P”), Alice Walker (“Everyday Use”), William Carlos Williams (“The Use of Force”)

You are welcome to write about an author or text for the second time (Watchmen, anyone?), but your argument must be new/different. You cannot simply submit an extended, research-infused version of a previous paper.

As always, try to have fun with this and please let me know if you have any questions.

Format:




MLA (for help with citations, see p. 197-204 in your book)

Length:




5-7 p. (double-spaced, 1” margins all around)

Three potential sources/topics due:

Tue. 4/5 (by the end of class)

Two more potential sources due:

Thu. 4/7 (end of class)

Rough topic/thesis due:


Tue. 4/12 (beginning of class)

1st draft due:




Tue. 4/26 (four copies)

Final draft due:



Tue. 5/3 (one copy, stapled, in a box outside my office—and on Turnitin 





by 8 pm)

