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ENGL 1302 (Spring 2012): Critical Analysis #1  

Directions: Can you recognize the following story by its theme: "The true spirit of Christmas is not contained in 
presents, decorations, and food but is enacted by the gathering together of families and the town to celebrate the 
season"?*  

Have you ever seen a movie about a person who has been assaulted but the criminal has gotten off, after which 
the person takes the law into his or her own hands? Did your concern about crime and the justice system increase 
as a result?  

A story is often an author's attempt to make readers see the world in the way that he or she sees it.  Authors 
frequently create characters as a single example of something they think is universally true.  Think of a short story 
just as you would a persuasive essay, the difference being that the story uses anecdotal evidence—which is 
usually the experiences of a fictional character—instead of facts, statistics, double-blind studies, and expert 
opinion.  For example, although the movie in the example above depicts only a single episode, whoever wrote that 
movie would probably argue that crime is rampant and that the justice system is ineffectual. Although such a 
limited, emotional appeal cannot prove anything, it can often persuade an audience in a way that statistics and 
studies cannot. (If you don't think that you can be persuaded by such emotional appeals, ask yourself if you are 
affected by advertising. For example, does the appearance of tanned muscle-bound action heroes or chic-looking 
fourteen-year-old, anorexic models made up as adults affect how you view your own body, even though such 
physiques are impossible for the average adult to attain? Before you purchased your last car or piece of clothing, 
did you study all of the facts and make a strictly logical choice, or did you make a decision on the basis of emotional 
associations that you have with the brand?)  

The purpose of a "critical analysis" is to examine a work closely (or "critically"), break it down into its pieces (or 
"analyze" it), and by doing so to open it up to inspection and new insight:  “Analysis is the search for meaningful 
pattern” (Rossenwasser and Stephen, Writing Analytically, 42).  Rossenwasser and Stephen tell us in their well 
regarded textbook that analysis includes the “habit of attending to detail, of tracing impressions back to causes, of 
searching out questions rather than rushing to answers.”  A good analysis informs us, opens up what it analyzes to 
new perspectives.  The pieces of a short story include setting, characters, point of view, plot, structure, symbolism, 
style, dialogue, and other elements.  Authors carefully select these elements in a way that best supports their 
opinion or theme, and the writer of a critical analysis must show how all the elements work together to support the 
theme.  

Consider Kate Chopin's "The Storm" as another example of an author's desire to persuade readers of something—
whether you agree with the author's position or not.  Write a critical analysis on the theme—the thing about 
which the author is trying to persuade you—of "The Storm."   

A procedure:  (this structured set of questions is just meant to help you along as one way to approach the assignment, and is 

not actually the way you MUST do the assignment.) 

1. Read the story. 
2. Using the classroom discussion, answer the following questions.  However, don't just string together answers to 

these questions and call those answers your essay. You need to tie together all of those random observations 
into a coherent and substantial argument:  

 Based on what you see of Calixta's and Bobinôt's interaction, is the marriage of Calixta and Bobinôt 
horrible, blissful, or somewhere in the middle?  What appears to be missing from it?   

 What attitude towards the affair does Chopin convey in the description of the affair’s consummation? For 
example, what is the implication of Chopin’s description of Calixta’s feelings as a “birthright”?  What does it 
mean that Calixta responded "without guile or trickery"?  What is the significance of the laughter, the white 
imagery, or the “gems”?    

 How do the development, height, and waning of the storm parallel the affair?  What words are used to 
describe the world after the storm, and what attitude toward the affair do those words convey?  Calixta says 
that it has been how long since such a storm?  Considering what the storm represents, what does that 
comment suggest about her marriage to Bobinôt? 
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 What is the marriage of Clarisse and Alcée like?  How do you know?  What is Chopin suggesting about the 
sexual relationship of the two?  What parallels exist between their marriage and Calixta and Bobinôt’s 
marriage? What is Chopin suggesting by not punishing Calixta for the affair and by ending the story by 
writing that “everyone was happy”?   

 What is Chopin suggesting about women, sex, and marriage? About when is the story set?  At the time, 
what was the traditional understanding about the place of sex in marriage for women?  How does Chopin’s 
description of Calixta diverge from that understanding? 

3. State what you think the author's opinion of that subject is (for example, see the sample critical analysis 
handout where it reads that "Tim O'Brien argues that the soldiers' heaviest load is not physical equipment but 
the many emotional burdens war causes").  Or try to link all of your words and phrases into a sentence. 

4. Identify the aspects of the story that you would need to point out to a reader in order to prove that your 
description of the author's opinion is true to the story. Carefully read the story again, looking specifically for 
elements such as dialogue, description, symbols, scenes, figurative language, characters, names, objects, and 
actions that support your understanding of the theme. As you read, highlight passages that you might quote in 
your essay as evidence. 

5. Determine which observations are important enough to be developed into a whole paragraph, and group similar 
shorter observations together into paragraphs. Or, if you've already developed a complex thesis statement, 
identify the smaller concepts of which it is composed and discuss each concept in a separate body paragraph. 

6. Study the sample critical analysis on "The Things They Carried" (on website) as well as the sample student 
papers in Literature (138-141).  See the sample undergraduate paper at the OWL MLA site too.  

7. Create topic sentences that identify each paragraph's main idea, being sure to tie that main idea into the theme 
by repeating the key phrase such as "emotional burdens" (in the sample critical analysis handout).  Then flesh 
out the paragraph by adding supporting details and quoting passages from the story. 

8. Revise the essay based on the writing techniques that are discussed in your assigned readings and in the 
class. These techniques involve elements such as the title, introduction, conclusion, thesis, topic sentences, 
transitions, and integration of quotations. 

Format and Guidelines:  

1. The essay must be a minimum of 750 words; you should shoot for closer to 1000 words. 
2. Use a specific and evocative academic title.  Please see the OWL MLA site for a model of your front page, with 

identifying matter on it. 
3. Double space your essay, and indent the first line of each new paragraph.  Use 10-12 point font and one-

inch margins. 
4. Include a Works Cited page for the story and textbook. The most complete model for the citation is the 

Benjamin Franklin citation (a selection from an anthology) on the bottom of page 159 of the MLA Handbook or 
consult an MLA site from our homepage at http://vpiercy.wordpress.com. (you can leave out the original year of 
publication if you wish). (There is no translator to include, and consider the authors of the anthology as 
editors.)  See page 321 for guidelines on how the Works Cited page should look.  (This is a good review of 
documentation, which you should have learned in ENGL 1301, and it is a warm-up for the complex citations 
that you will have to do for the research paper.) 

5. At the end of any sentence that includes a "direct quotation," place the author's last name and page number 
in parentheses as I do in this sentence (Chopin 115). Note the following: 

 The page number appears at the end of the sentence or a pause in the sentence, not necessarily directly 
after the quotation. 

 A space appears before the page number. 

 The period appears after the page number. 

 If the sentence ends with a direct quotation, place the closing quotation mark and a space before the page 
number. 

6. Avoid first-person pronouns (e.g. "I," "we") and second-person pronouns (e.g. "you," "your"). 
7. You are not to use outside sources.  Come up with a substantial, coherent interpretation based on your own 

ideas and the ideas discussed in class, not just a paraphrase of some critic's interpretation. 
8. See the grading sheet for how the essay will be evaluated. 

 
*The work is How the Grinch Stole Christmas, but that same theme appears in many other holiday stories.  If you recognized this story, then you 
did so strictly on this statement of the author's opinion without any reference to the story's plot or characters.  Your job as a writer of a critical 
analysis is to create a similar statement of the author's opinion and then prove that your interpretation is a good one.  Your proof comes from 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/16/
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/
http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/16/
http://vpiercy.wordpress.com/
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references to the action, dialogue, setting, symbols, and other literary elements.   Although your analysis should not merely summarize the plot, 
it should make use of pieces of the story as evidence.  
 

 


