
T & T Guidelines
The Three Threads
The three threads you select can be virtually anything of importance (or that you think you can make important) that catches your eye in the piece.  See below for a sample of a T&T.  

The very best way to prepare for this assignment is to keep a piece of paper next to you as you read to jot down ideas, tensions, repetitions, quirky thoughts, etc. (including useful page numbers).  Or you may want to write notes in the back of your book.  Either way, I urge you to underline in your text, to talk to yourself or back to the text, author, characters in the margins, highlight main plot points or themes.  (I use these notes to find things in long pieces and to come up with and develop arguments.)  Contrary to the belief that this takes time, it will save you time in the long run when you are writing T&T and papers.

Be interesting.  Challenge yourself. Surprise yourself with your own intellectual capacity and wit.  Have fun.

The Analytic Thesis 

The Basics:

After you have developed a stimulating list of threads, writing the thesis is the next and most important step.  Thesis statements, as you probably already know, are the central guiding ideas in a piece of writing.  In this course, we will be interested in analytic, argumentative claims about the material, rather than merely descriptive thesis statements.  

In other words, instead of reporting on the text ("There is a pattern in the text, and that pattern is x."), writing opinion pieces ("This author argues x, and I [dis]agree"), or noting similarities or differences between Victorian culture and our own ("The Victorians believed x and we believe y."), I will expect you to analyze the material and argue about the significance of the pattern(s) you have discovered.  

An analytic thesis statement will offer the following information and might take this form: "Pattern x reveals y about z."  

The terms:

Further, The Everyday Writer indicates that a good thesis statement must be (1) interesting, (2) concrete and specific, and (3) narrowly focused.  You should avoid making claims that merely skate across the surface of the text or are very obvious, otherwise, you will lose your reader’s interest.  Instead, delve into the subtle patterns or attempt to determine the ways in which the manifest patterns might operate more complexly.  Secondly, avoid sweeping claims that deal only in general terms and ideas that are vast and diffuse.  For example, "imperialism is significant element in this text" doesn’t tell us what aspect of imperialism a writer is addressing. What elements reveal it in the text, or how it is significant?  

The scope:

I recognize that you can’t write a paper in your thesis statements, but in order to effectively convey your point in a single sentence your language must be very specific.  For example, don’t simply say, "because of her ideology."  Rather, identify the aspect of her ideology that’s pertinent to your argument and how it is so.  If you’re going to counter the obvious intent or content of the piece, you’ll need to be specific in your terms.  Suggesting that Robert Browning’s "Porphyria’s Lover" is about the "sane" in society rather than those who are "mad" is compelling, but in order to indicate how you’re thinking, you’ll need to give some insight into that with very specific language in your claim.  

Learning to analyze:

To dig into the text, move beyond the surface, and into the specific, you might ask the following questions: Why does one of the threads you've identified (a pattern/character/ theme/system) operate the way it does, and what does that operation reveal?  What structure does this behavior create?  Who benefits from these patterns?  What is revealed by what is left unsaid here?  What do the surprises, even subtle ones, or tensions, frictions, or contradictions suggest when analyzed?  Is a repetitious pattern serving as a screen for something else?  What does the insistence on a certain pattern suggest?

Remember that an author chooses to make characters, situations, events happen in a certain way, and can choose to make anything happen.  S/he can use any language to communicate this series of ideas.  Why these particular events?  Why these words?  Why in this frame?  

Remember, also, that you are writing the analysis.  What meaning do you want to make out of what you see?  What kind of issues of importance emerge for you in this text?  What do you want to say about it?

Some final hints:

*"Warfare is a prominent theme is this poem" does not tell us what the significance of that pattern is.  Make a claim about how warfare operates.  Explain why it is significant.

*"I disagree with X" is not an argumentative claim about the text: why is X wrong and how?  and what does this "error" reveal about the period?  the author?  the culture?  etc.

*Same with the claim, "X says A, I think we need to instead consider B."  Why?  What does the fact that X only considers A mean?  

*Also, it must demonstrate that you’ve read the text.  If you have done the reading, and the thesis doesn’t make this clear, it’s likely not a specific enough thesis.

*A statement like "A shift in cultural values causes tension" asserts a relatively obvious position.   Tie it to the piece you’ve read.  What specifically is a shift here; why is that particular kind of shift revealing and important?

Evaluation:

I will not be assigning a grade to this assignment, though I will be commenting on your assignment and presenting some of the ideas that you develop in class. This does figure in your participation grade in the class.
Due Dates: 
I am asking you to do four of T&Ts over the course of the semester. Two should be turned in by week 5 of the semester. And two others should be turned in by the last day. You may choose for yourself which texts you wish to address in your T&Ts, but at least one must be on poetry and at least one must be on a novel. 

Some strong T&T (extra threads for your perusal):

W.R. Greg’s "Why Are Women Redundant?"

1. Greg contradicts his argument about excess woman on page 13 when he discusses the increase in bachelors.

2. Greg's mention of the fallen tower evokes Freud's discussion of castration anxiety. 

3. *The language of reproduction appears over and over in this essay about women who will never have children.

4. The word "excess" appears fourteen times in the first three pages.

5. The graphic and detailed explanation of illness seems surprisingly inappropriate for an argument that doesn't take illness as its subject matter.

Although Greg concedes that male profligacy is a central cause of the excess of single females, he nevertheless employs words linked elsewhere in the essay with women’s sexuality and social purpose, such as "fertility" and "multiply," to describe the growth of this problem, thus relocating the source of the problem in women.
--Scott Mehl

(((
Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White
1. *The letters in the novel always carry bad news.

2. Marian's umbrella seems to be used like a man's cane.

3. Each of the sections ends in a dream.

4. In section I, each one of the women characters is called a "martyr" at least once.

5. The character Pesca altogether disappears in section II!

Collins’s use of letters as the means of conveying consistently tragic news indicates that the written word is a slippery and unreliable form of communication—a position that calls into question the authority of the text and even the law.  

(((
"South Park"

1. The darkest characters in the film are associated with homosexuality; so why are the teacher and Mr. Hand marked as gay (especially with the turning over of Mr. Hand to Satan) and misogynistic (with the "I don't trust anything that bleeds for five days and doesn't die" remark)?

2. Fathers are virtually absent in the film, in spite of the emphasis on family relations.

3. SP is a strikingly international movie, which is not only evident in the war with Canada, but also in the representation of The Mole, the German internet video, and the straight-A'd British boy.

4. *There is an emphasis placed on food, such as the "punch and pie" episode, the conversations in the cafeteria, and in the movie theater.

5. Kenny's burning death on earth, burning in hell, and the burning around him when he returns to earth seem strangely parallel.

A critique of all kinds of material consumption, especially a capitalistic market economy and it's negative effects (which triggers the war with Canada), is at the heart of the film's emphasis on the inappropriate consumption of food and the deceit surrounding it's representation.  The lies associated with eating mirror the lies associated with other kinds of consumption. 

