English 218:Assignment One

Composing Schedule:

Invention Activities: Friday Sep 24th
Draft Due: Monday Sep 27th
Polished Draft Due: Friday Oct 1st
The Assignment

(Please remember that to have a persuasive argument, you must support your ideas with relevant brief quotations from the novels you are working with.

At this point we have read two novels, Bridget Jones’s Diary, and About a Boy.   You may write about either of these novels for your first assignment.  You have several assignment prompts here, but as you can see, they allow you to really write about what you find interesting. Each question is really asking you to examine how the work functions as a cultural artifact.  What arguments is this work making about our lives and our culture?  Is the work a persuasive representation?  See me if you have an idea for your paper that is not represented here.

1. Write an essay in which you argue that the novel you have chosen to write about does present 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.  Likewise, you might want to explore how About a Boy argues that “no man is an island” or the importance of male bonding.

2. Use the handout I gave you on various approaches to literature and choose one and match it up with one of the novels.  For example, use the questions about feminism to write a feminist reading of Bridget Jones’s Diary or About a Boy.  Use the questions on cultural criticism to explore either novel to study the social, political, or economic context in which the work was written –- how does the context influence the work?

3. Bridget Jones’s Diary is often seen as the first novel that began the Chick Lit phenomenon (along the lines of Chick Flicks). If you have read books that would fit into this genre, consider how they differ from Bridget Jones’s Diary.   Argue that Bridget Jones’s Diary is much more than just a “chick lit” book.  For definitions check out the following websites: 

http://www.bookgirl.org/chick.htm
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
http://www.rwagvc.com/newsletter/newsletter_dec2002.html
http://www.spiked-online.com/Articles/0000000054DC.htm
4. 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?  

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 culture is the novel making?  What is popular culture’s importance and what effects does it have on our lives?
6. Review several women’s magazines such as Cosmopolitan, Glamour, and so on and compare to Bridget Jones’s Diary.   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? 

7. Both Marcus and Will change dramatically in the novel About a Boy.  We usually call novels that chart the protagonist’s development from childhood or adolescence to adulthood a novel of development or a bildungsroman.  (Think of Great Expectations for example).    Argue that Will and Marcus do change (who is the real boy in the title?) and show what specific changes they make and why.  Do you find those changes convincing?  Has Hornby created a realistic and persuasive vision of masculinity in the novel?

8. Unlike Fielding’s first person narrative, Hornby uses a 3rd person narrative in which he alternates chapters between Marcus and Will.  Why does he choose to do this?  What does this add to the arguments that the novel makes about masculinity, relationships, and the idea that “no man is an island?”

9. Write an essay in which you use an 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?  You can choose to use the article I’ve assigned or you can use one of your own that you feel applies to the novel (please give me copy of the article with your paper).   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.

10. Compare and contrast the film and the book to show what is lost and what is gained by the translation into film.  Consider that although the films give us a visual representation of contemporary life, they may not necessarily present us with a more persuasive or believable vision for various reasons.  Consider whether the films lose something because the plot is compressed or because of the actors who play particular roles.  Consider whether the underlying and more serious arguments made by the novel are lost because the comedy is stressed or the irony is reduced.

Composition

· Your purpose in these essays is to persuade readers (the class and of course me) that you have a valid argument.  Therefore, you are really writing an argument in which you want to persuade your readers that you have a reasonable set of claims.  To accomplish this, you will need a clear thesis supported by reasons and textual evidence from the novel. 

· Your textual evidence, by way of quotations and details from the novel, should be carefully integrated into your essay.  Remember that quotations should always be incorporated into sentences with your words.  A quotation cannot stand on its own as a sentence.  No orphan quotes please.  Quotations illustrate your ideas.  After a quotation, you should explain to the reader that quotation shows.  Don’t make the reader make the connection between your claim and quotation.  That’s your job as the writer.  You can incorporate a quotation into your sentence by using a comma, a “that clause” or a colon.  See the following links for details. 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/handouts/research/r_mla.html
http://dianahacker.com/writersref/pdf/WritingAboutLit-REF.pdf
http://www.dianahacker.com/resdoc/
Always use present tense: Hornby writes, or Hornby reveals.  You should use MLA documentation (Fielding 27) in your essay, and you should have a complete works cited page.

· You should aim to produce 5-6 typed double spaced pages with one-inch margins.  You may use outside sources such as the book reviews, interviews, and articles you find on the Literature Resource Center for example, but these are not necessary for your paper.  If you do use outside sources, make sure you do not plagiarize by giving full credit to the author even if you just paraphrase rather than quote the idea.  

· Give your essay a title (don’t use a title page).  Use one inch margins and 11 or 12 point font.  Put your name and my name on each page in the top right-hand corner using the header command.  Number pages and put in the bottom right hand corner.

· When you submit your final paper, also submit your draft, peer review sheet, and invention activities all in a manila folder.

Invention Activities

Completing these invention activities will help you produce a better paper and should help you avoid the “staring at a blank screen the night before the paper is due.” 

1. Write a paragraph in which you explain which novel you are drawn to write about and why.  Explain what arguments about our culture you find in the novel.  Are they persuasive and why.

2. Now look over the suggested essay ideas.  Which of the essay prompts do you find most intriguing and why?

3. Look over what you have written so far.  Choose a pattern of ideas and express it in the form of a question and an answer such as the following: 
Question: What does Conrad seem to be suggesting about early 20th century London society in his novel The Secret Agent?
Answer: Conrad suggests that all classes of society are corrupt.  

Then  write your possible ideas and answer them.  

Question: How does Conrad develop the idea that all classes of society are corrupt?
Answer: He uses images of beasts and cannibalism whether he's describing socialites, policemen or secret agents

Turn the question and answer around. You've already given the answer, now just put it in a sentence (or a couple of sentences) so that the thesis of your paper is clear. 

For example:
In his novel, The Secret Agent, Conrad uses beast and cannibal imagery to describe the characters and their relationships to each other. This pattern of images suggests that Conrad saw corruption in every level of early twentieth century London society.

4. Use a table format to list the points you need to make to support your thesis.  Don’t worry about the order.  In the second column, list the episode or page number from the novel that will illustrate or prove your point.

	Key Point
	Episode

	Will self-centered and shallow
	His bubble theory on page 69-70


At this point, you should be able to draft the body of your paper. Don’t worry about the introduction necessarily at this point.  Sometimes it’s easier to work on the body of your paper and then take what you think is your conclusion and turn that into your introduction.  Remember your introduction usually leads to your thesis which is the last sentence.  Begin with some sentences that orient your reader as to the work and author and then follow with your thesis.  You can add more to your introduction later.

Things to remember:

Plot Summary Syndrome
Assumes that the main task is simply recalling what happened in detail. Plot summary is usually unnecessary and can be avoided by creating analytical topic sentences rather than sentences that tell the story.  For example:

Will goes out with Fiona, and he listens to her talk about her life.

Will’s real maturation becomes obvious when he listens to Fiona without the ulterior motive of wanting to sleep with her.

2. Right Answer Roulette
Assumes that writing about fiction is a "no win" game in which the student writer is forced to try to guess the RIGHT ANSWER that only the professor knows.

There is no right answer per se, but you have to make reasonable arguments that you can support with textual evidence.  In other words, you can’t argue something that the text won’t support.  For example, Helen Fielding hates men.

3. The "Everything is Subjective" Shuffle
Assumes that ANY interpretation of any literary piece is purely whimsy or personal taste. It ignores the necessity of testing each part of an interpretation against the whole text, as well as the need to validate each idea by reference to specifics from the text or quotations and discussion from the text.

4. The "How Can You Write 500 Words About One Short Story?" Blues
Assumes that writing the paper is only a way of stating the answer rather than an opportunity to explore an idea or explain what your own ideas are and why you have them. This sometimes leads to "padding," repeating the same idea in different words or worse, indiscriminate "expert" quoting: using too many quotes or quotes that are too long with little or no discussion.

