ENG 101 - Heather G. S. Johnson


What is CLOSE READING?

Many of you may not yet be familiar with this term.  Let’s give some background first:

The phrase “close reading” comes to us from a 20th century critical movement, new criticism, which emphasized the central  importance of the text exclusive of all other concerns (author’s intention, cultural context, etc.), but has become a necessary element of any literary analysis.

OK, so the basic idea is simple:  A “close reading” is essentially what it sounds like:  a development of thoughts about a very specific (often one word or a short phrase) section of a reading.  Reading closely is all about spending time with a word, brainstorming the various meanings it might have, and then trying to discover possible significance in those meanings.  

Personally, when I’m performing a “close reading” of any given section of a text, I allow myself a certain amount of free play—I don’t always strictly direct the process.  However, there are a number of questions that you can ask yourself about a particular word or phrase that can help to “jump start” your brainstorming process…
· What are the denotations of the word/phrase?  What are some of its connotations?
· How do the various denotations and connotations relate to each other?
· Is it a figure of speech or other unique use of language?

· What part of speech is it? (This is especially important when a word or phrase is used differently than “normal”)

· How does it relate to the words around it?  Does it alter our understanding of other moments in the text?

· How does it engage in cultural discussions?  Is it a word/phrase that is inflected by an “outside” discussion in another field (psychology, philosophy, economics, etc…).

· If the word/phrase has multiple meanings, how do those meanings relate to each other?

· Does the word/phrase fulfill or frustrate the reader’s expectations?  Why?  (Keep in mind that readerly expectations come from many places … from knowledge of the genre, the author, even from the way the sentence/paragraph is set up…)

· Does the word/phrase reveal something about the speaker or author’s attitude?  Does it have a particular emotional tenor or tone?

· What place does the word/phrase hold in the text as a whole (is it at the beginning?  Middle?  End?  Does it seem central or peripheral?  Part of a thesis statement?  Part of an aside/digression)?  Note—parentheses are technically used to set off a comment that is not essential to the meaning of a sentence but in actual practice, they can have the opposite effect of emphasis.

· Keep in mind that the most interesting words and phrases to “close read” are precisely those that are ambiguous in some way.  So, often, you will find that your close reading is an effort to understand the ambiguity and explain its presence.

Now, it is important to realize that your “close reading” is not done once you’ve finished all your brainstorming.  Some of the things you notice about a particular word, phrase, or sentence will not be at all relevant to the argument you are making in your paper.  SO—once you’ve spent some “quality time” with your word/phrase, you need to decide which observations add to your thesis and how.  These are the only observations that will actually show up in your paper. To include a “close reading” in your paper, you will need, first of all to quote the relevant word/phrase.  Then, you will explain what specifically is interesting or revealing about the word/phrase given your thesis.  Hopefully, the observation you make in your close reading will help you to prove or to evolve your thesis statement, thereby pushing your argument forward.

Example:

We started doing the process of close reading when we looked at the beginning of the “Declaration of Independence” in class together. 


HeHH  Here’s the first line again:
“When in the Course of human events it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve the political bands which have connected them with another…” (Jefferson 443).

Brainstorming revealed that the phrase “When in the course of human events” is particularly important, and could be understood in several different ways:

· Of course, the phrase is important not only because it begins the sentence, but because it begins the whole document.

· Most simply, the phrase “course of human events” probably means “in history”

· However “human events” implies a span of time larger than mere “history”

· By using the word human, he’s including the declaration as part of the history of all peoples.  (An important moment for all peoples).
·  The word “when” – the very first word – already implies an answer to a question:
“When?” is asked: the answer is NOW.  

· At the same time that Jefferson is implying that NOW is an important moment in the history of all people, the phrase as a whole implies that such moments have happened before; indeed that the process may be cyclical or natural.  As if “this sort of thing” happens periodically.
· Part of the previous implication comes from the word “course” – a word which we often associate with the course of a river or race.  It is already laid out—the course is preordained or at least long-standing.  One just runs into certain obstacles or changes in direction at times (and the Declaration would be one of these).  

Note the four relevant definitions from the OED: 

--“Onward movement in a particular path, as of the heavenly bodies, a ship, etc.” (“course, n2”).  

--“The line along which anything runs or travels; the path or way taken by a moving body, a flowing stream, etc” (“course, n11”).


--“The continuous process (of time), succession (of events); progress onward or 

through successive stages” (“course, n17”).
--“Habitual or ordinary manner of procedure; way, custom, practice.… the ordinary procedure of nature; the natural order, esp. in regard to its constancy or regularity” (“course, n20”).

So, what does one do with all of this brainstorming?  Well, you’ll often find that some of your points become more or less important.  You may even simply ignore some of them in the long run.  The key is to figure out how your observations about that one moment of the text combine with other moments of the text to prove something.  The question is:


How can I use this information to prove something about the text?



Or, to put it another way,


How does this information help me to prove my thesis statement?



Below, you’ll find a sample of how one might begin a paper that uses the brainstormed evidence above.  Keep in mind that I would have to find other evidence to prove the main claim, not just what I present here:

A Momentous Occasion:  Jefferson’s Vision of Human History in “The Declaration of Independence”

There is no question that the writing and signing of “Declaration of Independence” marks an important event in the American history; though the war for independence had already begun, the “Declaration” is the official organ by which the colonists stated their lofty intentions.  The date of the signing—which we understand, too, to be the date of our country’s birth—is one that we still celebrate every year.  Jefferson clearly understands the prominent place the “Declaration” will come to hold in our collective American identity, and he writes in a correspondingly formal, grand style.  Yet, there is a curious tension in the document between communal self-assertion and resignation.  Jefferson seems to want it both ways: the “Declaration” describes an event that is simultaneously painted as the forceful act of a new nation to claim its rights and the natural outcome of a predictable and inevitable series of rights.  In other words, Jefferson simultaneously claims and rejects responsibility for the revolution.
The first phrase that indicates the contradictory attitude of the “Declaration” appears in the very first line (a placement which is itself revealing).  The document begins, “When in the Course of human events…” (443).  By phrasing the beginning this way, Jefferson is implying that the “Declaration” is not only an important moment in American history or even human history, but in human events, which represent an even larger field than recorded history can span.  The answer to the question “when?” is clearly now; now is the important moment.  The sheer width of this opening gesture (the “Declaration” is an important event for all peoples, everywhere) shows a sort of confidence and forcefulness.  However, hidden within these opening words is another strain that will become more evident later on.  The phrasing, “course of human events” implies a sort of natural progression.  The relevant word here, “course,”  is defined by the Oxford English Dictionary as both “The continuous process (of time), succession (of events); progress onward or through successive stages” (“course, n17”), which is certainly the main sense in which Jefferson used the word, and as the “habitual or ordinary manner of procedure; way, custom, practice.… the ordinary procedure of nature; the natural order, esp. in regard to its constancy or regularity” (“course, n20”).  In choosing a word with such connotations (habit, custom, regularity), Jefferson is indicating that, at least to an extent, the American revolution can be seen as “natural.”  The revolution, and therefore the “Declaration” as well, is one predictable stage in the  evolution of human governments, and therefore unremarkable.  The gesture toward cyclical, regular series of events implies further that no particular individual or group of individuals is particularly responsible for the change in governmental status, since that change was inevitable anyway, and merely part of a natural progression.
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