Guidelines for Interpreting Literature

1. Find out what the text is arguing (supporting, refuting, upholding, prescribing, etc.); don’t merely summarize it.

2. Look for the text’s ideology.  Is it for or against the status quo (or both)?  Consider the historical and social context: what does the text do with cultural and societal assumptions?  With stereotypes?  With prescribed roles?

3. Remember that the text is a construct, not about a real person, event, etc., and it is designed to present a particular perspective; it is not the “truth.”  (Even with autobiography or other literary texts based on the author’s life experience, the text is still constructed to focus on particular details and description at the exclusion of others.)  An author’s intentions, however, are not what we try to determine; rather, we examine the text’s structure with an awareness that it is manipulated and chosen, whether consciously or subconsciously, on the part of the author.  Consider what the text is not, but could be, and move from there to discuss what is in the text.

4. Remember that the characters are constructs as well, not real people, that a choice is involved in their construction.  What does this choice signify?

5. Remember that what happens in the text may not be what the text is arguing for; in fact, it could be what the text is arguing against.  What attitude is presented about the situations and events?  How do we feel about the characters and what they say and do?  How do descriptions, characterizations, and plot structure steer us towards a particular view?

6. Examine the positive or negative consequences of the plot.  Remember that negative consequences for a sympathetic character usually argue against what happens to that character, whereas with an unsympathetic character negative consequences usually mean the text is arguing for those events, attitudes, etc.

7. Examine the narrative point of view (first-person “I” or third-person omniscient). Through what perspective, what “voice,” are we presented with the descriptions, events, etc.?  How would the literary text differ if another character’s point of view were privileged?  If the point of view were different?

8. Closely examine imagery in the text: descriptions, symbolism, metaphors, and similes.  How do these relate to the text’s themes?

9. While you may want to focus on one aspect or section of a text, do not forget to place it within the context of the text as a whole.

10. Be careful not to read into the text what is not there.  You must always be able to find textual evidence, that is, offer a close reading, to support what you believe is occurring in the text.

Reading Literary Texts for Issues of Identity

1. How does the text define any or all of the various aspects of identity?  For example, what does it mean to be working-class? male? gay? Irish?  Does the text argue that these components of identity are biologically, socially, and/or spiritually caused?  Does the text oppose different identities to each other, e.g., black versus white, middle-class versus working-class, male versus female, adult versus child?  If so, what characteristics go along with each identity?  How does the text’s definition of any or all of the aspects of identity relate to cultural definitions of those aspects (either during the time period of the literary text or currently)?

2. Does the text present conflicting definitions of aspects of identity, e.g., definitions held by different characters, a definition the text upholds versus one that it argues against?  Which/whose definition does the text most firmly support?  Are there contradictions involved?

3. Are the characters or other aspects of the text—including language—racist, classist, sexist, homophobic, heterosexist, or otherwise biased against a particular group (for example, based on religion, nationality, appearance, physical ability, profession, and so forth)?  Is the text limited to a focus on privileged groups only? On oppressed groups only?  If so, how?  How might the text be different if it took into account the perspectives of other groups?  For example, is the text’s definition of gender based on class privilege?  What are the oppressive or limiting aspects of different privileges for the characters in the text?  How do aspects of oppression—external, internalized or horizontal forms—impact the text’s presentation of various aspects of identity?

4. Is the language of the text gendered, or does it refer to aspects of race, ethnicity, class, religion, sexual orientation, and so forth?  For example, is Fate referred to as a “fickle woman,” or is a character’s soul described as “black”?  What is the significance of such language to the argument of the text?

Utilizing Proper Style for Writing about Literature

1. Use the present tense when writing about literary texts, except when comparing a character’s previous situation or actions to a present one in the text.  For example, “Shakespeare writes, ‘Love is not love / Which alters when it alteration finds.’” Or, “When Victor Frankenstein creates his ‘monster,’ he does not consider the consequences of his actions,” NOT “When Victor Frankenstein created his ‘monster,’ he did not consider the consequences of his actions.”  The latter could be utilized if you are discussing how this past situation connects to a current one, such as Victor dealing with the “creature’s” murder of his loved ones: “When Victor Frankenstein created his ‘monster,’ he did not consider the consequences of his actions, but he soon faces such consequences when his creation murders his loved ones.”  

2. Sandwich quoted and paraphrased material.  While readers of literary analyses constitute an audience that can be presumed to have read the literary text, you still need to provide the context for quoted and paraphrased material, that is, the particular scene, object or person described, placement in the text, and so forth.  You also need to explain your interpretation of the material clearly.  Don’t quote at length, then explain.  Instead, break quotations down and provide explanations and interpretation of each section.  Use block quotations sparingly.

3. Use appropriate MLA documentation style, considering the particular requirements for the specific genre of literature about which you are writing.  Refer to your handbook and hand-outs for guidance, and utilize the Writing Center if you need further assistance.

