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Paper #2 
Engaging with Theory/Criticism 

Due Dates: Tuesday November 8 - bring 2 copies of your complete paper to class.  

  Thursday November 17 - bring your final draft to class with your 2 peer edited copies. 

Length:  6-8 pages. Must be at least 5.5 FULL pages NOT INCLUDING the works cited page. 

Format:  Double Spaced, 1-inch margins, numbered and NAMED pages, 12-point Times 
   New Roman font. MLA/APA formatted citation and works cited page. Header should 
  follow the same format as Paper #1.  

More information on MLA citation can be found at: 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/ 

Prompt:  Using two critical sources, construct an original and persuasive argument about The 
   Namesake or The Woman Warrior. Be sure to use examples from both the critical texts,  
  as well as the novel to support your argument. 

GREAT PARTY, ISN’T IT?: 
JOINING THE SCHOLARLY CONVERSATION 

One effective way to engage with literary criticism is to imagine it as a cocktail party: 
  

Imagine you enter a cocktail party. When you arrive, others have long preceded 
you, and they are engaged in a heated discussion, a discussion too heated for them to 
pause and tell you exactly what it is about. In fact, the discussion had already begun long 
before any of them got there, so that no one present is qualified to retrace for you all the 
steps that had gone before. You listen for a while, until you decide that you have caught 
the tenor of the conversation; then you put in your oar. Someone answers; you answer 
her; another comes to your defense; another aligns himself against you, to either the 
embarrassment or the gratification of our opponent, depending on the quality of your 
ally’s assistance. However, the discussion is interminable. The hour grows late, and you 
must depart. And you do depart, with the discussions still vigorously in progress.  1

Questions to consider when joining the party: 

 Adapted from Kenneth Burke’s “parlor” metaphor, which was included in Smith and Wilhelm’s 1

Fresh Takes on Teaching Literary Elements (155)



❖ What is my argument regarding the text at hand 
o This will always start with a close reading of that text. 
o What textual evidence (i.e., quotes) will I use to support this 

argument? 
❖ What is the critic’s main argument? 
❖ Do I agree or disagree with this main argument? 

o Why or why not? 
❖ Are there specific aspects of the argument that are more convincing than 

others? 
o What are they? What about them is so convincing? 

❖ How does the critic’s argument relate to my argument? 
o Does it complicate or complement my views of the text 
o What specific points in the article (i.e., quotes) can I use to support 

my own claim? 
▪ N.B. Arguing against a critic can sometimes be more 

beneficial to your argument than arguing with that critic. 

Strong Body Paragraphs  

  
A strong body paragraph explains, proves, and/or supports your paper’s argumentative 
claim or thesis statement.  If you’re not sure how to craft one, try using this handy guide!   
  
1. INSERT A TOPIC SENTENCE:   
Encapsulates and organizes an entire paragraph.  Although topic sentences may appear 
anywhere in a paragraph, in academic essays they often appear at the beginning. When 
creating a topic sentence, ask yourself what’s going on in your paragraph.  Why you chosen 
to include the information you have?  Why is the paragraph important in the context of your 
argument or thesis statement?  What point are your trying to make?    
  
It should be noted that relating your topic sentences to your thesis can help strengthen the 
coherence of your essay. If you include an argumentative claim or thesis statement in your 
introduction, then think of incorporating a keyword from that statement into the topic 
sentence. But you need not be overly explicit when you echo the thesis statement. Better to 
be subtle rather than heavy-handed. Do not forget that your topic sentence should do more 
than just establish a connection between your paragraph and your thesis. Use a topic sentence 
to show how your paragraph contributes to the development of your argument by moving it 
that one extra step forward. If your topic sentence merely restates your thesis, then either 
your paragraph is redundant or your topic sentence needs to be reformulated. If several of 
your topic sentences restate your thesis, even if they do so in different words, then your essay 
is probably repetitive.  



  
Although most paragraphs should have a topic sentence, there are a few situations when a 
paragraph might not need a topic sentence. For example, you might be able to omit a topic 
sentence in a paragraph that narrates a series of events, if a paragraph continues developing 
an idea that you introduced (with a topic sentence) in the previous paragraph, or if all the 
sentences and details in a paragraph clearly refer—perhaps indirectly—to a main point. The 
vast majority of your paragraphs, however, should have a topic sentence.  
  
2. EXPLAIN YOUR TOPIC SENTENCE:    
Does your topic sentence require further explanation? If so, add another 1-2 sentences 
explaining your topic sentence here.   
  
3. INTRODUCE YOUR EVIDENCE:    
Most academic papers require students to integrate evidence (often quotes, but it can also 
include statistics, figures, common sense examples, etc.) to support the claim(s) made in the 
paragraph and/or the paper as a whole.  When including evidence, make sure it is integrated 
smoothly into the text of the paper.  Readers should be able to move from your words to your 
evidence without feeling a logical or mechanical jolt.  

When introducing quotes, always a) identify the source and b) summarize to provide context. 
Many terms may be used to introduce quoted material: asserts,  believes, claims, comments, 
confirms, declares, defines, describes, explains, indicates, makes clear, proposes, etc. 
However, these terms are not interchangeable. Make your choice based on your meaning.  

Example #1: All of us know the grammar of our own language because, as Robert C. Pooley 
writes, "grammar is the structure: the observation of what people do when they use English 
words in discourse” (95).    
Example #2: Edward P. J. Corbett, one of America's most distinguished rhetoricians, defines 
grammar clearly "as the study of how a language 'works'--a study of how the structural 
system of a language combines with a vocabulary to convey meaning" (111).  

4. INSERT YOUR EVIDENCE:   
Insert/drop-in your supporting evidence (often quotes but again, evidence can also be in the 
form of personal examples, facts, statistics, etc.).  
  
5. UNPACK YOUR EVIDENCE:   
Explain what the quote means and why it’s important to your argument.  The author should 
agree with how you sum up the quotation—this will help you establish credibility, by 
demonstrating that you do know what the author is saying even if you don’t agree. Often 1-2 
sentences tops (unless you evidence is particularly long or complicated that is).   
  



6. EXPLAIN YOUR EVIDENCE:   
No matter how good your evidence is, it won’t help your argument much if your reader 
doesn’t know why it’s important. Ask yourself: how does this evidence prove the point you 
are trying to make in this paragraph and/or your paper as a whole?  Can be opinion based and 
is often at least 1-3 sentences.  
  
7. INSERT A CONCLUDING SENTENCE:   
End your paragraph with a concluding sentence or sentences that reasserts how your 
paragraph contributes to the development of your argument as a whole.  

  
So, to recap…  
1. Insert a Topic Sentence  
2. Explain Your Topic Sentence  
3. Introduce Your Evidence   
4. Insert Your Evidence  
5. Unpack Your Evidence  
6. Explain Your Evidence  
7. Insert a Concluding Sentence  

  
Example #1:  
   
Claim: In Amy Tan’s short story “Two Kinds,” the author leads us on a journey of a mother’s 
expectations for her daughter to become a prodigy are too high and willingly not obtainable.  
Upon a closer analysis of the writing, one can argue that the mother is not allowing her daughter 
to become her own person.  She is instilling all hopes of her lost children on her sole child.  In 
due course this short story looks at whether or not the pressure from the mother, hinders the 
daughter.   
Sample Body Paragraph: (1) Upon a further examination, the mother’s  
constant pressure on the daughter was beginning to wear on her.  (2) Jing-mei’s mother would 
consistently give her daughter tests and the expectations to succeed were high.  (3)  
As the daughter states right after she failed to perform well at the climatic piano recital (4) “After 
seeing my mother’s disappointed face once again, something inside me began to die.  I hated the 
tests, the raised hopes and failed expectations” (Tan 1152).  (5, 6) After seeing the dissatisfaction 
from her mother’s face, the tests and hopes for success, began to eat away at her.  It began to tear 
at the daughter’s emotional state.  (7) The consistent disappointment pushed the daughter to the 
point where she would not become someone she is not.  


