8G:1 Interpretation of Literature

Fall 2007
Instructor: Ann Pleiss Morris

Essay #2 – Universal Themes and Cultural Contexts

Thesis due: November 8

Rough Draft due: November 27
Final Draft due: December 4
Assignment:
In your final essay you will discuss how a seemingly “universal” theme in a text is inevitably rooted in specific cultural and historical contexts.   

Approach:
• Your first step is to pick a text to work with.  You may select any of the following texts: any of the Harlem Renaissance poetry, “Sonny’s Blues,” “Sanchez,” “A Postcard from Kashmir,” “Ancestral Poem,” Much Ado About Nothing, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, “The Seconding Coming,” or “Welcome to Hiroshima”
• Now think about what universal themes or storylines this text seems to be exploring.  Some you might consider include relationships between siblings, parents and children, friends, or men and women; love or marriage; adolescence or growing up; or grief. 

• The beginning of your essay will be a discussion of how one particular “universal” theme plays out in the text, how the work comments, for example, on family, friendship, romantic love, or growing up.  For example, how is the misunderstanding between Sonny and his brother “typical” of sibling relationships?  Or do Shakespeare’s characters have the same ups and downs that many romantic couples do? 

• The bulk of your essay will complicate your earlier comments about universality.  You will consider how the theme you have chosen is, in fact, uniquely portrayed in the novel, play, short story, or poem.  Your essay will become a discussion of how the seemingly universal theme cannot be removed from the work’s presentation of things like gender roles, race and ethnicity, class, place, and a specific historical moment.  How, for example, does Shakespeare’s commentary on romantic relationships hinge on the fact these characters were written for early modern audiences?  Why is it necessary to understand that we are reading about black men living in Harlem in the 1950’s when we think about Baldwin’s commentary on family?  Ask yourself what is missing if we only look at what seems universal in the text; dig into the importance of the social, cultural, and historical contexts for the work.
• You should set out your claim about the universality – and ultimate particularity – of this text in a clear thesis at the end of your introduction.  Make use of direct textual evidence to support your claims. 

Requirements:
• Your essay should be 4-6 pages in length (double spaced, using standard margins (1-1.25”) and 12 pt
  font  (Times New Roman or one of a similar size), and without extra spaces between paragraphs).  

  Remember to include a Works Cited page and to follow MLA format.

• Along with a detailed thesis and supporting evidence from the text your final product should include a 

  complete introduction, a clear and organized body of main points held together with strong, analytical 

  topic sentences, and a conclusion that thoroughly and interestingly wraps up your essay.  Be sure to use 

  an academic tone and to carefully proofread your essay for spelling and grammar errors.

Completion of your thesis statement and rough draft your participation in the draft workshop will be factored into your final paper grade.  This essay is worth 20% of your final grade. 

