Duerden English 218 Spring 2007


English 218: Assignment One

Heuristic 1: Monday Feb 12th
Heuristics 2: Wed Feb 16th
Heuristic 3:  Mon Feb 20th
Draft Due: Wed Feb 22.  Bring a printed copy to class for peer review and submit an electronic copy on Blackboard for plagiarism check on Safe Assignment.
Polished Draft Due: Mon Feb 26th
For this assignment, I’d like you to write on either Bridget Jones’s Diary or High Fidelity or both.  Use one of these prompts.  Remember, our focus is on what these novels tell us about our culture today.  What arguments about our culture, if you will, are these novels making?  In addition to the textual evidence you find in the novels, you may use real life incidents (as reported in articles), factual articles, and your own experience as further proof for your thesis and claims.

1. Write an essay in which you argue that Bridget Jones’s Diary presents a persuasive and believable vision of some aspects of contemporary life. For example, you might want to explore how Bridget Jones’s Diary argues that single life is difficult: the freedom it appears to offer is compromised by loneliness, social ineptitude and popular culture’s emphasis on the naturalness of coupledom.  You might want to explore how the novel argues that we live in a post feminist world where we have forgotten feminism’s aims.  

2. Bridget Jones’s Diary is often seen as the first novel that began the Chick Lit phenomenon (along the lines of Chick Flicks).   Is Bridget Jones’s Diary much more than just a “chick lit” book, and if so, what makes it more than frothy entertainment?  What makes the book more than light reading?  What insights does it give us?  For definitions check out the following websites, and you may use others: 

http://books.guardian.co.uk/departments/generalfiction/story/0,6000,541954,00.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/Archive/Article/0,4273,4244663,00.html
3. Consider why Fielding chose to write Bridget Jones’s Diary in the form of a diary that takes place over the course of one year.  This genre dates back to the 18th century with some of the first great English novels such as Clarissa and Evelina.  What does this form allow Fielding to do as a writer in terms of Bridget, her character, her self knowledge, and her self-delusion?  

4. Review several women’s magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Glamour, and so on and compare to Bridget Jones’s Diary.   Look at what the magazines say about dieting and weight, beauty, dating, jobs, love and relationships and so on and compare to the novel.  What messages are such magazines conveying to young women?  Are there any mixed messages being conveyed?  Together, what do the magazines and the novel tell us about gender and relationships in our culture? 

5. Knowledge of popular culture is very important in both of these novels, and Nick Hornby says in the interview with him on the Penguin book site that it is “obvious to me that popular culture is an important part of all our lives and it should have some kind of reflection in the books we are reading. I've never understood why people didn't describe or just mention what TV programmes people were watching, I've always suspected it's something to do with having an eye on posterity.”  Choose one of the novels and consider the following: What arguments about popular or mass culture is the novel making?  What is popular culture’s importance and what effects does it have on our lives? (You could use both if you wish)
6. Some would say that for most people, popular music is merely a leisure activity, a consumer habit. Read the article on Blackboard “What Your Taste in Music Says about You.”   Argue that for Rob (and his co-workers), popular music is much more than a leisure activity by looking at the ways it permeates his life, how he uses music, and what he believes about a person’s musical taste and whether that changes. You might conclude by considering whether obsessions like Rob’s for pop music are especially male.
7. Read the article on Blackboard “What Your Taste in Music Says about You.”   Summarize the article in a paragraph or two ending with your thesis that supports the idea that our taste in music reveals things about us.  Then create your own Top 5 tracks.  Explain why you chose those tracks, what event or time in your life they are associated with and what they say about you.  You might conclude by exploring how you use music in your own life.

8. Rob Fleming is a kind of Everyman character, typical of the thirtysomething male at the close of the 20th century.  By the end of the novel, he has undergone some changes.  We usually call novels that chart a hero’s development from childhood or adolescence to adulthood a novel of development or a bildungsroman.  (Think of Great Expectations for example).    Argue that Rob does achieve some maturity by the end of the novel by tracing the ways in which you see him change.  

9. In an interview, Nick Hornby explains that the purpose of fiction is “[f]irst and foremost to entertain.  But what I mean by entertainment is really the affecting of the emotions in some way.  Making people laugh, that to me is something that has always been amiss in literary fiction, that making people laugh is regarded as somehow not an important job.  I think it is.”  He also explains that “I usually read books about women and that’s because I prefer books about the domestic, you know that thing about recognition and the way you live your life.  I wanted to try and write a kind of male equivalent of some of the best female novelists—there didn’t seem to be stuff about what goes on I ordinary guys’ heads.”  Has Hornby succeeded, and if so how?  
10. Write an essay in which you use the article paired with the novel as a lens.  Argue that the novel really does illustrate the author of the article’s thesis.  For example, does Bridget Jones’s Diary prove Naomi Wolf’s theory of the beauty myth?  Does High Fidelity illustrate some of the problems men face at the end of the 20th century as the article The Economist suggested?  If you choose this option, you will need to carefully summarize the article, laying out the author’s argument and then you will show how the novel adds further proof to the argument.

11. Compare and contrast the film and the book.  Don’t try to argue that one is better than the other but rather try to show what is lost and what is gained by the translation into film.  This will lead you to a more complex judgment than x is better than y.  For example, while the film version of Bridget Jones’s Diary may be more comic, it may be too frothy.  Alternatively, it may be harder to take Bridget’s plight seriously in the film because she we see rather than read about her failings.  Likewise, Rob may be a less sympathetic character in the film for the same reasons.
12. Explore how the soundtrack adds to either or both films.  For this you will need to obtain your own copy of the film so you can really note which tracks are used where and why.
Heuristics for Assignment One

These invention activities will help you generate your paper

1. Explain which novel you are drawn to write about and why.  Then select one of the assignment prompts.   Put the prompt into your own words (paraphrase what it is asking you to argue) and explain why you want to use that prompt to develop your paper. 
2. Write out your first draft of a thesis and then give a series of reasons or claims that you will develop to support your thesis.  In each prompt, I have given you a working thesis so read the prompt carefully.

3. Now write out your thesis and create your reasons (or claims) that will support your thesis.  You need four or five claims.  Don’t worry about the order right now.  After you create each claim, explain which passage from the novel/articles/film will help you prove this and find a relevant quote or, if you are working with the film, write a paraphrase of the episode you need to refer to.  When you have finished, number your reasons in the order you want to develop them
Thesis:

	Reason/Claim
	Evidence: Passage/Incident
	Quote

	
	
	


4. Classwork on Monday Feb 20th

Write a first draft of your introduction that ends with your thesis.  Your task here is to move from the larger issue to your focused thesis.  For example, were I looking at the question on the importance of popular culture I could begin with my own experience (in the form of an anecdote) that illustrates this idea.  Alternatively, I might begin with general comments about how we usually disparage popular culture and in general many of us think it consumes too much of our time and energy.  Then, when you have a working introduction, use heuristic 3 to help you develop a series of topic sentences.  As you develop your topic sentences, try to include transitional devices (such as however, or in addition, or furthermore and so on) to help you link one paragraph to the one that went before.  Remember, transitional devices go at the beginning of new paragraphs and not at the end.

