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14 THE ROLE OF GOOD READING

ASKING CRITICAL QUESTIONS OF LITERATURE

As mentioned, one important part of active, critical reading is asking
questions, If you are reading well, your textual annotations and notes
will probably be full of questions. Some of these might be simple inqui-
vies of fact, the sort of thing that can be answered by asking your instruc-
tor or by doing some quick research. But ideally, many of your questions
will be more complex and meaty than that, the sort of probing queries
that may have multiple, complex, or even contradictory answers. These
are the questions that will proveke you and your classmates to think still
more critically about the literature you read. You need not worry—at
least not at first—about finding answers to all of your questions. As you
work more with the text, discussing it with your instructor and class-
mates, writing about it, and reading other related stories, poems, and
plays, you will begin to respond to the most important of the issues
you've raised. And even if you never form a satisfactory answer to some
questions, they will have served their purpose if they have made you
think.

Questions about literature fall into one of four categories—questions
about the text, about the author, about the cultural context of the work,
and about the reader. We'll discuss each of these in the next few pages.

Questions about the Text

Questions about a text focus on issues such as genre, structure, lan-
guage, and style. Queries regarding the text can sometimes, though not
always, be answered with a deeper examination of the story, poem, or
play at hand. You might ask about the presence of certain images—or
about their absence, if you have reason to expect them and find that they
are not there. Sometimes authors juxtapose images or language in star-
tling or unexpected ways, and you might ask about the purpose and ef-
fect of such justaposition. You might wonder about the meanings of
specific words in the context of the work. (This is especially true with
older works of literature, as meanings evolve and change over time, and
a word you know today might have had a very differenit definition in the
past.) When looking at a poem, you might inguire about the purpose and
effect of sound, rhythm, rhyme, and so forth.

Your previous experiences are a big help here, including both your
experiences of reading literature and your experiences in everyday life.
You know from personal experience how you expect people to think and
act in certain situations, and you can compare these expectations to the
literature. What might motivate the characters or persons to think and
act as they do? Your previous reading has likewise set up expectations
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for you. How does the text fulfill or frustrate these expectations? What
other literature does this remind you of? What images seem arresting or
unexpected? Where do the words seem particularly powerful, strange, or
otherwise noteworthy?

Notice some of the questions one reader asked in his annotations upon
first reading Ben Jonson’s “On My First Son.”

BEN JONSON [1572-1637]

On My First Son

Why I hope for his child 2 “sin"?
Farewell, thou child of my right hand, and joy; i )

My sin was too much hope of thee, loved boy: with "bov
Seven years thou’ wert lent to me, and I thee pay, . v
Exacted by thy fate, on the just day. Why doss the speaker

0 could 1 lose all father now! for S.EWI’/ Ereat the son ke a bank
Will man lament the state he should envy, praneaction?

To have so soon 'scaped world’s and flesh's rage,™ ¢ #wordjust has two meanlngs:
And, if no other misery, yet age? mwwmﬂ%_ _ws Which does the
Rest in soft peace, and asked, say, "Here doth lie F e

Ben Jonson his best piece of poetry.” What does he mean by this
For whose sake henceforth all his vows be such Hnef (confusing)

As what he loves may never like too much.

The rhyme in i, 1-2 aligns “foy”

Here the poem works as a kind
of epitaph on a tombstorne. Is It
actually the boy's epitaph?

The questions the student asks of the poem are, for the most part, sub-
stanfial and difficult, and they will require a good deal of thinking and
interpretation to get to an answer. These are the sorts of questjons that
prompt good discussions and good writing.

Questions about the Author

When thinking about the connection between authors and the works
they produce, two contradictory impulses come into play. One is the de-
sire to ignore the biography of the author entirely and focus solely on the
work at hand, and the other is to look closely at an author’s life to see
what might have led him or her to write a particular poem, story, or play.
It is easy to understand the first impulse, After ali, we are not likely to be
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able to ask an author what is meant by a certain line in a play or whether
an image in a story is supposed to be read symbolically. The work of lit-
erature is what we have before us, and it should stand or fall on its own
merits. This was, in fact, one of the principal tenets of New Criticism, a
method of interpretation that dominated literary criticism for much of
the twentieth century and is discussed on pages 167-168. .

We cannot deny, however, that a writer’s life does affect that writer’s
expression. An author’s .age, gender; religious beliefs, family structure,
and many other factors have an impact on everything from topic choice
to word choice. Therefore, it is sometimes appropriate to ask questions
about an author as we try to come to a better understanding of a piece of
Lterature. It is crucial, however, that we remember that not everything
an author writes is to be taken at surface value. For instance, if the nar
rator or principal character of a story is beaten or neglected by his par-
ents, we should not jump to the conclusion that the author was an abused
child. And if this character then goes on to justify his own actions by
pointing to the abuse, we should also not assume that the author en-
dorses this justification. In other words, we must distinguish between
narrative voice and the actual author as well as between what is written
and what is meant.

This separation of biography and narrative is relatively easy with sto-
ries and plays that we know to be fiction; just because a character says
something doesn’t necessarily mean the author believes it. Poetry is
a little trickier; though, because it has the reputation of being straight
from the heart. Not all poetry, however, is an accurate representation of
the author’s thoughis or beliefs. To give just two examples, T. 8. Eliot’s
“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (page 102) voices the thoughts
of the fictional Prufrock, not of Eliot himself, and many of the poems of
Robert Browning are “dramatic monologues,” delivered by speakers very
different from Browning himself, including murderous noblemen and
corrupt clergy. {An example of such a monologue is “My Last Duchess”
on page 60.)

Questions about the Cultural Context

We are all creatures of a particular time and place, and nobody, no mat-
ter how unique and iconoclastic, is irnmune to the subtle and pervasive
force of social history. Many appropriate guestions about literature, then,
"involve the cultural context of the work. What was going on in history at
the time a piece of literature was writien? Were there wars or other forms
of social disruption? What was the standard of living for most people in
the author's society? What was day-to-day life like? What were the typi-
ca) religious beliefs and traditions? How was society organized in terms
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of power relations, work expectations, and educational possibilities?
How about typical family structure? Did extended families Jive together?
What were the expected gender roles inside (and outside) the family? All
of these issues, and many more besides, have an impact on how authors
see the world and how they respond to it in their writing.

As you read and ask questions of literature, you have another cultural
context 1o be concerned with: your own. How does being a resident of
twenty-first-ceritury America affect your reading and understanding? We
are every bit as influenced by issues of history, culture, and lifestyle as
were authors and readers of the past, but it is harder for us to see this,

since the dominant way of living tends to seem “natural” or even “univer-

sal.” Indeed, one of the great benefits of reading literature is that it
teaches us about history and helps us understand and appreciate diverse
cultures, not the least of which is our own.

In asking and answering the following questions about Ben Jonson’s
culture (seventeenth-century FEngland), an attentive reader of “On My
First Son” will also note features of our own present-day society, in
which childhood death is relatively rare, family roles may be different,
and religious attitudes and beliefs are considerably more diverse.

¢ How common was childhood death in the seventeenth century?
What was the life expectancy?

Typically, how involved were fathers in young children’s lives at the
time?

Is the quotation in the poem (lines 9-10) the boy's epitaph?

» How difficult was life then? What exactly does Jonson mean by the
“world’s and flesh’s rage™?

L ]

¢ How common was poetry on this topic? How “original” was Jonson's
poem?

What attitudes about God and heaven were common then? What
was the conception of sin?

L

Questions about the Reader

Except in the case of private diaries, all writing is intended to be read by
somebody, and an intended audience can have a big influence on the
composition of the writing in question. Think about the differences in
tone and structure between a text message you send to a friend and a
paper you write for a course, and you'll get some idea of the impact of
intended audience on a piece of writing. It is therefore worth considering
a work’s originally intended readers as you seek to understand a piece
more fully. Who were these intended readers? Were they actually the
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people who read the literature when it was first published? How are
readers’ expectations fulfilled or disappoinied by the structure and con-
tent of the literature? How did the original readers react? Was the work
widely popular, or did only certain readers enjoy it? Did it have detrac-
tors as well? Was there any controversy over the work?

Of course, in addition to the original readers of any work of literature,
there are also contemporary readers, including vourself, It is often said
that great literature stands the test of time and can cross cultures to
speak to many different sorts of people, but your reaction to a work may
- be very different from that of its original audience, especially if you are
far removed from the work by time or culture. In earlier centuries.in
Europe and America, nearly all educated people were very familiar with
the Bible and with stories and myths from Greek and Roman antiquity,
Writers, therefore, could assume such knowledge on the part of their
readers and make liberal reference in their work to stories and charac-
ters from these sources. Today many readers are less familiar with these
sources, and we often need the help of footnotes or other study aids to
understand such references. So what might have been enjoyable and en-
lightening for the original readers of a work might sometimes be tedious
or frustrating for later readers. If we are to read a work critically, we
must keep both past and present audiences in mind.

The first three of the following questions deal with the original audi-
ence of “On My First Son,” while the final two compare this audience
and a contemporary one.

* If childhood death was common in the seventeenth century, how
would Jonson's readers have related to the subject of his poem?

Did Jonson write this for wide circulation, or was it meant just for
family and friends?

L]

Where was the poem first published, and who was likely to read it?

Do readers with children of their own read the poem differeritly?
Would I?

Now that childhood death is fairly uncommon, do we take this poem
more seriously than past readers? Or less seriously?

Looking over these questions about Jonson's poem—about the text,
the author, the cultural context, and the reader —vou will note that there
are many differences among them. Some can be answered with a simple
yes or no (Is the quotation the boy's epitaph?), while others require much
more complex responses (What was the conception of sin in Jonson's
tirme?). Others are maiters of conjecture, opinion, or interpretation (Do
contemporary readers take this poem move seriously?), Some can be an-
swered simply by rereading and considering (How can a childs death ever
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be considered fair?), while others require discussion (Do readers with chil-
dren respond to the poem differently?) or research (Where was the poem
first published?).

For some inquiries, you may have tentative answers, as did the reader
who asked these questions when she proposed both God and fate as po-
tential candidates for who “lent” the child to the father. Others you won't
be able to answer at first. If you are genuinely curious about any of them,
do a little informal research to begin formulating answers, Some basic
information can be found in the brief biographies or notes about au-
thors that appear in most textbooks. There you could learn, for instance,
the dates of Jonson’s birth and death and some basic facts about his life
and family. A quick ook at a reputable reference work or Web site could
provide still more valuable background information, like the fact that

.Jonson alsc lost his first daughter and that he wrote a poem about her

death as well.

~ CHECKLIST FOR GOOD READING

Questions to ask as you read and think about literary texts:

{1 Have you slowed down and reread complex passages several
times?

O Are you looking up difficult words in the dictionary to see if
they have secondary meanings?

T Are you annotating the text by underlining key phrases? Writing

. questions or concerns in the margins?

O Are you taking your reading to the next level by asking fow or
wity these passages are compelling to you?

O Are you marking those places in the text that make you feel
uncomforiable, or present a worldview that feels strange to
vou?

O After you read, are you taking notes so that you can keep track
of your ideas?

O Have you identified the genre of the text? Have you described
its style-and tone?

[ Have you checked Britannica Online or other reference sources
to learn more about the author and his or her cultural context?

O Have you reflected on your perspective as a twenty-first-
century reader, and how that might affect your interpretation
of literature from another time period?
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Having simply formulated some questions, you've already gone a long
way toward understanding and interpreting a poem ar other work of
literature. If you bring such a list of questions with you to class, you will
be more than ready to contribute to the discussion, and when the time
comes to write an essay, you will have a rich mine of source material
from which to draw.

CHAPTER 3

The Writing Process

Experts often divide the writing process into three major components:
prewriting, drafting, and revision (which includes editing). Bear in mind,
though, that the process for most people is not as linear as this suggests,
and the three components don't always happen in a straighiforward
fashion. For instance, you might begin revising a partial draft before
completing the drafting process. Or you may find yourself stuck at a
fairly late point in the draft and decide to revisit your prewriting. Don't
think that these three steps need to be completed one at a time. Different
projects will likely call for different strategies, and you'll enjoy the pro-
cess more if you allow yourself to go back and forth between the steps
according to the needs of the particular assignment you're trying to
complete.

PREWRITING

Prewriting is everything that you do before beginning an actual draft of
your paper. It includes annotating and questioning texts, taking notes
and participating in class, and discussing the assignment with your in-
structor and/or classmates. It also includes specific topics covered in this
chapter: choosing a topic, developing an argument and a thesis, gather-
ing support, and proposing an organizational strategy for the paper.

Choosing a Topic

Obviously, vour choice of a topic for your paper is of key importance,
since everything else follows from that first decision, Your instructor
may assign a specific topic, or the choice may be left to you. The most
important piece of advice for choosing a topic is to write about some-
thing that genuinely interests you. If your instructor gives your class
a choice, chances are that he or she really wants to see a variety of top-
ics and approaches and expects you to find a topic that works for you,
You'll write a better paper if your topic is something of genuine interest
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