WRITING A CRITICAL ANALYSIS

The purpose of a critical analysis of literature is to clarify, explain, or defend an idea

about a work. Interpretation of literature is important, and close analysis is one way of

looking at learning about a literary work. A critical analysis should raise a meaningful issue

and present an argument:

People write about literature to clarify and account for their responses to works

that interest or excite or frustrate them. In putting words on paper you will have to

take a second and third look at what is in front of you and what is within you. And

so writing is a way of learning [. . .] We learn, and then we hope to interest our

reader because we are communicating to him our responses to something that

for one reason or another is worth talking about [. . . .] An essay on literature is an

attempt to help someone see the work as you see it. (An Introduction to

Literature, 1129)

TOPICS

Try to deal with one major aspect of the text (story, novel, play, or film) you are analyzing.

You must support your ideas with specific details from the work itself. Following are a few

suggestions about how to approach a topic for your analysis by focusing on one of the

elements of the text. These are only suggestions and are only meant to provoke thought.

If you use one of the suggestions, don't try to answer all the questions in your analysis;

rather, answer the ones that are pertinent to your thesis.

CHARACTER ANALYSIS

_ How is the character disclosed?

_ How is the character developed?

_ What is the character's primary trait?

_ How does the character influence the other elements of the work?

_ What is significant about the character in relation to the other elements and the

   work itself?

_ Who is the main character?

_ How do the character's actions reflect the theme of the work?

_ Does the character change and/or learn from what happens.

POINT OF VIEW

_ What is the point of view?

_ What difference does this particular approach make to the effect of the work?

_ How does it help the reader recognize the theme?

_ Which voice speaks?

SETTING

_ What is the setting?

_ The physical setting?

_ The time of the work?

_ The social environment in the work?

_ How does the setting influence the other elements in the work?

IDEAS OR THEME

_ What is the theme?

_ How does the author develop it?

_ How do other elements enhance the theme?

_ The theme deals with and comments on the human condition, in four areas of

   human experience:

   
o the nature of humanity

o the nature of society

o the nature of humankind in relation to the world

o the nature of ethical responsibility

_ Which category does the work deal with? How does it deal with it?

SPECIFIC PROBLEMS

_ Does the author address a particular problem?

_ Is it worked out?

_ How do you know?

_ Where does it fit with the rest of the work as a whole?

CONFLICT

_ What is the primary conflict?

_ Is it resolved? How?

_ Why are the events arranged in the way they are?

_ Does the resolution of the conflict reflect the theme of the work? If so, how?

COMPARISON/CONTRAST

_ How are two or more characters alike and/or different?

_ What significance does this have?

_ What are the similarities or differences in two works by the same author?

_ By two different authors who treat the same theme?

_ Be sure you know and are consistent about the basis of comparison you use.

SYMBOLISM

_ What are the main symbols in the work?

_ What is their importance to the rest of the work, especially the theme?

_ What do the symbols represent?

_ Are they effective?

TITLE

_ Does the title suggest the theme of the work? Explain.

_ What are the connotations and the denotations of the words in the title?

