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Close Reading for your Posts and Essays

A close reading is a thoughtful, careful, detailed analysis of the text of a work of literature. Rather than devote a great deal of space to discuss broad themes, historical context, or biographical information about the author, a close reading devotes its attention to the language used by the author; it analyzes the words on the page. There are many things a good close reading can do: reveal previously hidden meanings or problems; uncover and explore patterns, literary or rhetorical devices, ideological clues, ambiguities, or multiple meanings; unpack figurative language, demonstrating the relationship between literal and figurative meaning. A good close reading attends to subtleties, avoiding rehashing the superficial or obvious. 

Each week, you have an opportunity to practice close reading on the Blackboard site. You will produce one paragraph with a parenthetical quote from the reading that week and close read. This is a chance for very interesting discussions—you may respond to one of the close readings of your peers by reading another quote that enhances their claim or complicates it through your own reading. To do this, respond in their thread. Otherwise, start a new thread with a compelling title so that others engage with your close reading. Engaging with each other’s readings is the most fulfilling aspect of this weekly writing assignment. 

Here is an example of an excellent close reading from another class on a different reading (Edward Said’s Orientalism):
Said's text reflects the overwhelming force of hegemonic power and ideology. His definition and use of the term Orientalism alone are problematic: “Unlike the Americans, the French and the British - less so the Germans, Russians, Spanish, Portuguese, Italians, and Swiss - have had a long tradition of what I shall be calling Orientalism, a way of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient's special place in European Western experience" (1). His reference to the Orient's "special place" infantilizes the Orient. While Western Europe is granted an "experience," a subjective lived history, the Orient is no more than a place within it - that too, a largely constructed one. And, if "it would be wrong to conclude that the Orient was essentially an idea, or a creation with no corresponding reality" (5), why does he define the Orient only in relation to the West?

Moreover, Said's use of the term Orientalism in the first place hugely contradicts his observation that "the term Orientalism is less preferred by specialists today, both because it is too vague and general and because it connotes the high-handed executive attitude of nineteenth-century and early twentieth-century European colonialism" (2)?  Said appears to have been colonized by the very language of colonialism. And again: "There were - and are - cultures and nations whose location is in the East, and their lives, histories, and customs have a brute reality obviously greater than anything that could be said about them in the West. About that fact this study of Orientalism has very little to contribute, except to acknowledge it tacitly" (5). Why tacitly? Why not simply "acknowledge it"? Said's addition of "tacitly" again reveals an underlying colonizing attitude towards the Orient.
Each of your close reading ESSAYS should have a strong introduction with a clear thesis statement, two or more points to support that thesis statement, textual evidence in the form of paraphrases and quotations, and a conclusion. You may choose to concentrate on one small portion of the text (e.g. a section or chapter), carefully analyzing significant portions of the language that is used there (e.g. the language used) Or you may choose one element (an image, a metaphor, such as 'weaving' in Sadie plant) and trace its development throughout the text. In either case, your analysis should be focused enough that what you are demonstrating to your reader is clear: a good indication of this will be whether or not your thesis statement is focused and specific. The good close reading paper will attempt something original; do not write a paper that repeats class discussion, although you may write about a topic discussed in class if you have something original to contribute to that topic. 

 Quoting and paraphrasing from the a text is an essential part of each point you make about the text, but in your paper you should not type out long sections of the text, since your audience is assumed to be familiar with the work. 

