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Second Paper Assignment

Final version due April  at noon

Preliminary exercise due April  at noon

Argument workshop on April 

Your assignment is to write a focused, analytic paper, – pp. in length, making an interpretive
argument about a speci c problem, device, or pattern in two texts from this course. Your choice
of texts is subject to the following contraints:

. You may write about two narrative texts or two poems.

. You may not discuss the same work, or the same author, as you discussed in your rst paper.

. Youmust discuss a work by at least one of the following: Percy Shelley,Mary Shelley, Emily
Dickinson, Frederick Douglass, Charles Dickens.

Your argument must construct a meaningful connection between the two texts. Normally you
will discuss your two texts as instances of a genre youmust de ne—not just “poem” or “narrative”
but (for example) “poem of solitary mourning” or “narrative of violence against children.” You
will then demonstrate, through careful selection and interpretation of evidence, the similarities
and differences in the way the two texts work with or against the genre you have placed them
in. But an enumeration of comparisons and contrasts is not an argument. An argument must
synthesize your analysis of the pair of texts into an interpretation or explanation of the similarities
and differences you have demonstrated.

e typical motive of a comparative paper comes from the surprise you produce in your reader
by the imaginative, unexpected quality of the connection you nd between two texts. Motive is
o en easier to come by in a comparative paper than in an essay on a single text. But motive is not
the same as argument: merely seeing an interesting connection is not the same as interpreting or
explaining it. at is the task of your argument.
Your argument must be strongly grounded in careful selection, ordering, and analysis of textual
evidence. e interpretation you offer stands or falls on the evidence you quote and analyze in
detail.

Preliminary exercise due April  at noon

In order to sharpen your comparative skills, you will begin with a free writing exercise. Look
over your own and others’ commonplace book entries. Choose entries from two texts (subject
to the constraints that apply to the choice of text for the paper). Copy over the passages from
the commonplace book. Set a timer for een minutes and write about connections—through
similarity and difference—that you see between the two passages. Focus on accumulating details.
Try not to stopwriting, and try not to self-correct or revise. When your eenminutes are up, set
the timer for another ve minutes. Now focus on generating arguments or interpretations about
what you have noticed. Again, try not to stop writing or self-correct. e goal is not to write a
perfect essay but to think by writing.
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Bring what you have written into class on April . You may write by hand or by keyboard. is
exercise is not graded.
You need not write your paper about the two texts you write about in this exercise, though you
may.

Argument workshop on April 

We will again work in groups to develop and revise your papers. Instead of discussing full dra s,
the workshop day will be consecrated to argument. To prepare, write a full dra of your paper.
Two strong pages and an outlinewould also be acceptable. en, work on an oral statement, about
two minutes in length, which begins: “In my paper, I argue that…” and goes on to identify two
key pieces of your evidence. You will give this statement to a large group and then discuss it with
them during the workshop day.

is dra ing exercise is not separately graded, but a substantial effort on it is required for full
credit on the paper.

Topics

You may choose your own topic. You are particularly encouraged to look back over your own
commonplace-book entries, as well as your classmates’, to search for patterns, recurring themes, or
insistent problems that might lead to a paper.
A paper with an unspeci c topic will not be successful. Comparative arguments in particular
require a high degree of focus to be convincing.
A good comparative argument might look at one of the following devices:

. Minor characters in a narrative—compare two gures who appear only once or twice or
who take up an extremely limited textual space, arguing for their surprising signi cance.

. A particular gure of speech—look for several examples of a device like chiasmus (ABBA),
extended metaphor or symbol, or rhetorical question in two poems, and develop an argu-
ment about the capacities and limitations of that device for those poems.

. Closing gestures—compare the nal pages of two narratives or the closing stanzas of two
poems, arguing for how such closing moments x, open up, reverse, or otherwise transform
meaning.

. Sub-sub-sub-themes—articulate the most baroque, detailed version of a shared theme and
argue for its unexpected importance in two texts. Ageneral theme like “power”or “love”or
“death” or “self ” is completely unsuitable for a paper like this. Instead, consider themes
like: slow-moving modes of transportation, dangerous weather, the erotics of the invalid,
white (white?) lies, writing in secret.





 Eugene Lang College e New School for Liberal Arts 

Format

e page format: one-inch margins, twelve-point serif font suitable for body text (e.g.: Gara-
mond, Hoe er Text, Palatino, Times), between one-and-a-half and double spacing. Numbered
pages. e paper should have your name and a title on the rst page.
Digital submissions must be in Portable Document Format (PDF). I will discuss the production
of a PDF le in class.

Style

Youmust proofread carefully.
uotations should be carefully transcribed, punctuated, and attributed. You may give a full cita-

tion of each text only once, either in an MLA-style “Works Cited” bibliography or in a Chicago-
style footnote to the rst quotation. A er that, page numbers (for narratives) or line numbers
(for poems) may be given in parentheses; where the context requires it, you should also add the
author’s name, as in: (Douglass ). Secondary sources are not required in this paper; but if you
use someone else’s work, including someone’s informal comments inside class or out, you must
cite that work. For bibliographic conventions, you may consult either the the Chicago Manual
of Style or the MLA Handbook (Chicago is nicer, but MLA may be more familiar). Consistency
is more important than exact delity to either MLA or Chicago style. Honest attribution and
proofreading are more important yet.
Please follow the conventions of standard writtenAmerican English. I am non-prescriptive about
things like the split in nitive, the sentence- nal preposition, and “they” used as a gender-neutral
singular pronoun. e passive voice is an excellent grammatical resource and can be used freely,
provided it is used wisely.

e best resource on matters of usage is the Merriam-Webster Dictionary of English Usage, also
available in a wonderful paperback Concise Edition. For detailed information about current and
past word uses, the fundamental source is the Oxford English Dictionary. For grammar, I consider
the daunting Cambridge Grammar of the English Language by Rodney Huddleston and Geoffrey
Pullum to be the reference standard; it is condensed in their slightly less daunting Student’s Intro-
duction to English Grammar.

Late Policy

Late papers will normally be penalized at the rate of a half-grade (. on the four-point scale) per
day.

Grading

e syllabus explains the general meaning of marks on the four-point scale. e chief criteria of
my assessment of your work are:
Evidence: has textual evidence been used extensively, chosen well, and interpreted effectively?
Motive: is the chosen comparison speci c and interesting? Does the paper make an argument
based on this comparison?
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Line of thought: does the paper develop its ideas in connected, orderly fashion? Does the con-
clusion follow from (and differ from) the opening?
Argument: is the argument focused, logical, convincing, surprising? Does it work to synthesize
an interpretive or explanatory account of the evidence the paper has offered?
Style: is the paper clearly written and free from typographical, grammatical, and other errors?
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