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AIM 
To develop writing skills in English, with a focus on the literary essay. 
 
March 
14 Introduction to the course – Break the ice – What is a literary text? (Zyngier, p. 13-18) 
21 Revisiting the structure of an essay  (Spencer & Arbon, p. 2-6, 62) 
28 Writing an introduction and a conclusion  (Spencer & Arbon, p. 77-92) 
 
April 
04 Using information from other authors (Spencer & Arbon, p. 127-132) 
11 Defending a position / Developing an argument (Spencer & Arbon, p. 156-160, 170-176) 
18 Holiday (Good Friday) 
25 Analyzing genres and perspective (Cohen, p. 15-25) 
 
May 
02 Analyzing style (Cohen, p. 49-65) 
09 Analyzing structure (Cohen, p. 67-80) 
16 Oral Presentations - Interpreting fiction: “Everyday Use”, by Alice Walker 
23 Oral Presentations - Interpreting fiction: “Recitatif”, by Toni Morrison 
30 Understanding a literary essay (Alexander, p. 58-63, 126-137) 
 
June 
06 Organizing ideas in a literary essay (Cohen, p. 119-140) 
13 Oral Presentations – Interpreting poetry: “Bocas: A Daughter’s Geography” (Ntozake Shange), “Still I Rise” 
(Maya Angelou) 
20 Drafting a literary essay (Griffith, p. 255-272) 
27 ABRALIC (academic leave) 
 
July 
04 Writing practice 
11 Writing Test (Literary essay) 
18 Results/Feedback (face-to-face) 
 
 
EVALUATION 
Oral Presentations (3.0) + Exercises (2.0) + Writing Test (5.0) = 10.0 
 
Writing Test (Literary essay) 
Assessment criteria: ability to convey meaning through the use of linguistic repertoires, register, and 
organization. 
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9

Drafting the Essay

This chapter deals with the second stage of the writing process, 
drafting the essay. By the time you reach this stage, you should have 
chosen a topic and thought about what you want to say about it. 
Now your task is to draft the essay. How do you do this? To help 
you answer this question, we discuss the basic aspects of the inter-
pretive essay and offer some guidelines for writing a fi rst draft.

THE ARGUMENTATIVE NATURE OF 
INTERPRETIVE ESSAYS

Qualities of essays. Essays about literature are “arguments.” You 
may think of an argument as a verbal fi ght between people. But in rhet-
oric, it is a form of persuasive discourse that employs logic to explain 
and defend ideas. Although writings about literature can be solely 
 informational (just give information) or expressive (just state opin-
ions), essays are argumentative. An argumentative essay has three main 
qualities. First, its goal is to persuade people of the  validity of its ideas. 
Second, it has a thesis, an overall claim. Third, it supports its  thesis 
with evidence (facts, reasoning, and, when  necessary, testimony).

Essays as arguments. The argumentative nature of essays about lit-
erature arises from the relationship between the work and its reader. 
Good literature is complex. It communicates on many  levels of 
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256   |   Chapter 9   Drafting the Essay

meaning and by many methods. A single work may exist as a  system 
of sounds, symbols, ideas, images, analogies, actions,  psychological 
portrayals, moods, or grammatical structures—all of which are sepa-
rate entities, yet all of which interrelate. Furthermore, literature also 
invites readers to participate in creating the work. A work is not com-
plete until it is read. The author leaves gaps in the work for readers 
to fi ll with their imagination. The completed work—the work that is 
read—is something more than the words on the page. It is a collabo-
ration between text and reader. As a result, perceptions of a work 
vary from age to age, reader to reader, even reading to reading. This 
variability of perception occurs because no single reading, however 
careful, can take in all the elements of most works, or synthesize 
them into all their structural relationships, or include all the vantage 
points from which even one reader might experience a work.

Consequently, no single view of a work, whether your own or 
someone else’s, can be the all-encompassing or fi nal view. Cultures 
change, people change and, as a result, perception changes. It is a 
common experience for children to enjoy works—Huckleberry Finn, 
Gulliver’s Travels, “Rip Van Winkle,” Alice in Wonderland—and as 
adults to enjoy them again, but for different reasons and with new 
understandings of them. This does not mean that all interpretations 
of a work are equally valid. Interpretations of literature are subject 
to the same rules of human thought—accurate observation, sound 
reasoning, systematic procedure, thoroughness of treatment—as 
any other interpretive discourse. But no single interpretation can 
 encompass the whole work.

Because literature is complex and can be perceived variously, 
 essays about literature are arguments. You, the writer of the essay, can-
not take for granted that your interpretation of the work is the same as 
your reader’s. Your reader may have missed the very facts in the work 
you have found most compelling or most “obvious.” Your reader may 
have a totally different understanding of the work than you do. If you 
want your reader to grasp your interpretation or  accept it as valid, 
you must explain and persuade. You must write an argument.

THE STRUCTURE OF ESSAYS 
ABOUT LITERATURE

Argumentative essays have two interrelated structures: an argu-
mentative structure based on logic and a rhetorical structure based on 
persuasion. Because argumentation is a means of persuasion, the 
 argumentative structure is really part of the rhetorical structure. But 
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the two structures are not exactly the same, so we will talk about 
them separately.

The Argumentative Structure

Inductive reasoning. The argumentative structure of an essay con-
sists of two kinds of reasoning: inductive and deductive. Inductive 
reasoning is the “scientifi c method.” It consists of observing specifi c 
 instances of something and drawing conclusions about them. You 
 notice, for example, that in Act One of Hamlet, Hamlet is melancholy 
all the time. Then in Act Two, he is melancholy most of the time. In Act 
Three, he is melancholy four times. In Act Four, just two times. And 
in Act Five, none of the time. Having observed these instances of 
 Hamlet’s behavior, you can conclude that Hamlet starts out as a 
melancholy fellow but that his melancholia decreases throughout 
the play.

Inductive reasoning is essential for interpreting  literature, but 
in itself it can seem like a dead end. So what if Hamlet is  melancholy? 
To get beyond the “so what?” question, you need a second kind 
of reasoning, deduction. What if, for example, you want to claim 
that Hamlet’s melancholia is the cause of something or, that by Act 
Five, it reaches crisis proportions? Deductive  reasoning allows 
you to support such claims, to do something with your inductive 
conclusions.

Deductive reasoning. Syllogisms are the basis of deductive 
 reasoning. A syllogism is a unit of reasoning that consists of two 
claims that support a third claim. The two supporting claims are 
called premises, and the third claim is called a conclusion. The  major 
premise states a general concept. The minor premise is a specific 
 instance of that concept. The conclusion connects the specifi c instance 
to the general concept:

MAJOR PREMISE: All complex characters are fascinating.

MINOR PREMISE: Anna Karenina is a complex character.

CONCLUSION: Therefore, Anna Karenina is fascinating.

Although in formal logic all three parts of a syllogism are stated, 
in argumentative essays parts of syllogisms are usually left unstated. 
The above syllogism would probably be stated something like this: 
“Anna Karenina is fascinating because she is so complex.” Here, the 
major premise has been left out and is present only as an assumption. 
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258   |   Chapter 9   Drafting the Essay

Such incompletely stated syllogisms are called  enthymemes. Authors 
use enthymemes when they believe the  unstated premises would 
seem obvious or readily acceptable to their readers. But just because 
an author uses enthymemes does not mean that the syllogisms are 
absent. You can recover all the parts of such syllogisms in order to test 
their validity.

The deductive reasoning of an essay consists of a series of 
syllogisms that support a thesis. Consider, for example, the deduc-
tive reasoning of the student essay on the Odyssey in the previous 
chapter (pages 248–253). The student’s thesis is that although Ogygia 
might seem like paradise to most people, Odysseus leaves it because 
to him it is not. She supports this thesis with two sets of syllogisms. 
In the fi rst set she reasons why Ogygia seems like a paradise:

MAJOR PREMISE: Many people believe that all places like Eden • 
are paradises.

 MINOR PREMISE: Ogygia is like Eden.

 CONCLUSION: Therefore, many people would believe that Ogygia 
is a paradise.

In the second set of syllogisms, she reasons why Odysseus fails to 
fi nd Ogygia a paradise.

MAJOR PREMISE: All people who constantly scheme and love to • 
overcome  challenges are creative.

 MINOR PREMISE: Odysseus constantly schemes and loves to 
overcome challenges.

 CONCLUSION: Therefore, Odysseus is creative.

MAJOR PREMISE: All creative people would hate living in a • 
place that demands no creativity.

 MINOR PREMISE: Odysseus is a creative person.

 CONCLUSION: Therefore, Odysseus would hate living in a place 
that demands no creativity.

MAJOR PREMISE: All places that anyone would hate are not • 
paradise.

 MINOR PREMISE: Places that demand no creativity, like Ogygia and 
Eden, are places that some people (namely, Odysseus) would hate.

 CONCLUSION: Therefore, Ogygia is not, for Odysseus, a paradise.

These two sets of syllogisms—the syllogism about the nature of para-
dise and the ones about Odysseus—form the deductive framework of 
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this student’s essay. If you read her essay carefully, you will see that 
she leaves parts of her syllogisms unstated. She uses enthymemes. 
Such incompleteness is typical of essays. The point, however, is that 
the deductive reasoning of all essays consists of a chain of syllogisms, 
whether fully stated or not, that lead to and support a thesis.

But what about the inductive reasoning in her essay? We see 
inductive reasoning in two crucial places: (1) her claim that  Ogygia is 
like Eden and (2) her claim that Odysseus is a  craftsman. She arrived 
at these claims by noticing numerous related facts about Ogygia 
and about Odysseus’s behavior. Now, in her  essay, she supports her 
claims with some of these facts. But had she done no more than this, 
we might be tempted to ask, “So what?” So what if Ogygia is like 
Eden? So what if  Odysseus is crafty? She anticipates our “so what?” 
questions with deductive reasoning that leads to her thesis: Someone 
as enterprising and clever as Odysseus would hate living in a static 
place like Eden and Ogygia, even though many people think of them 
as “paradise.” She thus joins inductive reasoning and deductive rea-
soning to establish the argumentative structure of her essay.

The Rhetorical Structure

Rhetoric defi ned. Rhetoric, simply put, is the art of persuasion. It 
consists of all the devices writers use to make their claims attractive 
and convincing. For essays, the most important rhetorical device is 
argumentation—the reasoning that supports your thesis. Reasoning, 
however, is not the only rhetorical device you can use in an essay. 
Other rhetorical choices include how you organize the essay, where 
you put your thesis, what parts of your syllogisms you leave unstated, 
and which parts you emphasize and support with evidence from the 
text. All these choices help create the rhetorical structure of the essay.

How to organize your essay. The organization of any essay depends 
in part on the line of reasoning you develop, and this will vary from 
topic to topic. But the general structure of an  argumentative essay is 
fairly standard and almost always contains the  following units:

 1. Title. The title should tell enough about the topic of the essay to 
capture the interest of readers and let them know the focus of the 
essay. The topic is what the essay is about. For the sake of clarity, 
 include the author’s name and the title of the work you will dis-
cuss: “The Jungle as Symbol in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.”

 2. Introduction. The introduction should state the topic of the  essay 
and should be interesting enough to make the reader want to keep 
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on reading. You can state your thesis here, or you can choose to 
state it later. Keep introductions short—one to three paragraphs.

 3. Body. The body is the place where you develop your line of 
 reasoning. It consists of a series of paragraphs that contain 
claims (usually one claim per paragraph) along with supporting 
 evidence. The body should contain as many paragraphs as neces-
sary to make your argument convincing.

 4. Conclusion. The conclusion signals that the essay has come to 
an end. It should remind the reader of the problem posed at the 
 beginning of the essay (the topic) and briefly summarize the 
 solutions. It should state or restate the thesis. The conclusion 
should be brief, a paragraph or so.

The following graphic represents this structure:

Introduction
   Topic stated
   Thesis stated (?)

Conclusion
   Topic restated
   Thesis stated or restated

Claim # 1

Claim # 2
Supported with facts

Fact # 1

Fact # 2

Fact # 3

Claim # 3
Supported with facts

Claim # 4
Supported with facts
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The student essay on the Odyssey illustrates these structural 
principles. The title—“Paradise Rejected in Homer’s Odyssey”—
gives enough information about the topic for readers to know, 
and be intrigued by, the focus of the essay. The introduction (the 
fi rst paragraph) presents the topic as a problem to be solved: Why 
does Odysseus leave “paradise”? The body of the essay consists 
of a series of paragraphs spelling out the chain of syllogisms that 
make up the author’s reasoning. The conclusion—the last para-
graph—answers the question raised in the beginning.

Where to put the thesis. You have three choices: You can put it in 
the introduction, you can put it in the conclusion, or you can leave 
it unstated but implicit. You have to decide which is rhetorically 
most effective for your topic. If you state the thesis at the beginning, 
 readers have the comfort of knowing what to look for as they read 
the rest of the essay. If you withhold it until the end, you create a 
sense of suspense that climaxes with the revelation of thesis. If you 
leave the thesis implicit, you allow readers to infer it and thus to 
participate in its discovery.

The author of the essay on the Odyssey puts her thesis at the 
end of the essay rather than at the beginning. Her rhetorical strategy 
is to open the essay with an intriguing question, then lead us toward 
an answer—her thesis—at the end.

Which premises to support with evidence from the text. Your 
 syllogisms, and ultimately your thesis, are believable only if 
your audience accepts the premises of the syllogisms. You do not 
have time to support all your premises with evidence, and you 
do not  really need to. Your audience will accept most of them as 
true, but you will have to support some of them to make your 
argument  believable. Which ones? This, too, is a question about 
rhetorical strategy. You have to decide which premises your 
 audience will accept as true and which ones they will want sup-
ported with evidence. For essays about literature, “evidence” 
consists of anything inside or outside the text that bears on your 
topic.

The author of the student essay on the Odyssey leaves many 
of her premises and conclusions unstated. The ones she empha-
sizes and supports with evidence are (1) that Eden and Ogygia 
are similar and (2) that Odysseus is creative. Is she right to have 
supported these claims and not some others? Only she and her 
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readers can answer that question for sure. Some readers might 
say no, that she needs to support other claims as well. Others 
may say yes, that these are the key claims needing support. Argu-
ing effectively depends on your ability to choose for the benefi t 
of your audience which claims to state and support. Where you 
present them—and how—becomes part of the rhetorical structure 
of your essay.

GUIDELINES FOR WRITING FIRST DRAFTS

You are now about to begin writing. The following are suggestions 
about what to think about and do as you write.

Keep in Mind the Needs of Your Audience

As you write the drafts of your essay, calculate the needs of your au-
dience. You will write better essays if you write for an audience that 
includes not just your instructor but anyone who enjoys literature 
and has ideas about it. Your goal is to convince them that your ideas 
have merit. Imagine yourself in conversation with your audience. In 
order to follow your line of thought, they will want to know certain 
things. Anticipate and supply their needs, just as you would if you 
were talking with them in person.

One of their needs is for clarity. They deserve a full and clear 
 explanation of the points you are making. Your readers—including 
your instructor—cannot read your mind. Assume that they have 
 already read the work or can read it. You need only to summarize 
and paraphrase those parts of the work that illustrate your points. 
But if you do not spell out your ideas, your readers may miss them 
altogether. In being fully clear, you may feel that you are being 
 childishly obvious, but it is better to be obvious than risk having 
readers miss your points.

Your readers also need to be convinced. Assume that they 
want to learn from you, but do not expect them to surrender their 
views of the work just because you tell them to. Think of them as 
constantly asking, Why should we believe what you say? Your task 
is to explain and show them why.
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Avoid Extreme Subjectivity (Overuse of “I”)

Should you use “I” in essays about literature? Some teachers insist 
that students not use “I.” One reason is that teachers want students 
to avoid stating their opinions without supporting them with facts 
and reasoning. We are used to asserting opinions in casual conver-
sation: “The Harry Potter books are wonderful!” But the essay form 
demands proof and reasoning. Another reason is that if you fi ll your 
essays with phrases like “I feel,” “I think,” “I believe,” “It seems to 
me,” your essay, no matter how thorough and well reasoned, will 
sound overly opinionated. Notice how the author of the essay on 
the Odyssey uses “I” frequently in her notes and journal but elimi-
nates it entirely from her essay.

Having said this, however, essays about literature are  inevitably 
“subjective.” Yes, you have to pay careful attention to  details in 
the text. These are the basis for all your claims about it. Yes, you 
have to use sound logic to support claims. Yes, you have to be 
 objective—willing to entertain understandings of a work other than 
your own. But nearly all works of literature are open to interpreta-
tion. That is why we write about them. Your interpretations are 
likely to be different from other people’s. For this reason, it is stan-
dard practice for critics to use “I” when writing interpretations of 
literature, even in the most scholarly writing. Many essays, in fact, 
would sound stilted and strange if their authors did not use “I.” An 
example is the student essay on George Eliot’s Adam Bede, printed in 
Chapter 13. The author compares her own experiences to those of a 
character in the novel. Even in essays that do not, like this one, take a 
reader-response approach to literature, the inclusion of an occasional 
“I believe” makes rhetorical sense. It emphasizes where the author 
departs from others’ opinions: “Many critics see Hetty as selfi sh and 
thoughtless, but I see her more sympathetically.”

Two suggestions, then, pertain to the use of “I” in your essays. 
First, use “I” helpfully but sparingly. Second, fi nd out your teacher’s 
preference about the use of “I” and write accordingly.

Draw Up a Rough Outline

Many people fi nd rough outlines indispensable for drafting  essays. 
A rough outline consists of the main points you want to make, 
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 including the thesis. If the author of the essay about the Odyssey had 
made a rough outline, it would look something like this:

Introduction

Raise this question: Why does Odysseus leave Ogygia, which seems 

like paradise?

Body

Claim #1: Ogygia is a paradise.

Support this claim by comparing Ogygia to Eden (my standard for 

what paradise is). Give facts from the two texts.

Claim #2: Odysseus leaves Ogygia because he wants to be with 

Penelope and because he is too creative to be happy there.

Support these claims with facts from the Odyssey.

Conclusion

Claim #2 is the answer to my question and therefore my thesis. I 

will make it my conclusion as well.

Rough outlines are just that—rough. They include only the 
main points of your draft, not all the nuances. Their usefulness 
is to give you a general sense of your line of thought and rhetor-
ical strategy and to help you make sure that all claims relate to 
your topic. When you start writing, you may discover new ideas 
or run into dead ends. If so, redo your rough outline and go on 
from there.

Begin Writing

Don’t bog down. If you have trouble with the introduction (as many 
people do), move on to the body of the paper. Work on stating your 
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claims clearly and supporting the key ones with evidence. Tackle 
the claims that seem easiest to support fi rst. Once you get a draft 
written, it is easier to rearrange claims, to fi ll in gaps, and to decide 
for sure what your thesis is.

Use Sound Deductive Reasoning

The deductive logic of your essay is made up of the syllogisms and 
chains of syllogisms that constitute your reasoning. If one or more 
of your syllogisms is invalid, the whole of your argument is under-
mined. Logic is a complex topic we do not have the space to discuss 
thoroughly here. But a general rule is to avoid non sequiturs. The 
Latin term non sequitur means, “It does not follow.” A non sequitur 
results from the improper—that is, illogical—statement of a syllo-
gism. For example, the conclusion of the following syllogism “does 
not follow” from the premises:

MAJOR PREMISE: All complex characters are fascinating.

MINOR PREMISE: Anna Karenina is fascinating.

CONCLUSION: Therefore, Anna Karenina is complex.

You can test syllogisms with a graphic that uses circles.

Fascinating
characters

Complex
characters

Anna
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Just because Anna is fascinating does not mean she is complex. She 
may be fascinating for many other reasons. The correct statement of 
this syllogism is as follows:

MAJOR PREMISE: All complex characters are fascinating.

MINOR PREMISE: Anna Karenina is a complex character.

CONCLUSION: Therefore, Anna is fascinating.

Fascinating
characters

Complex
characters

Anna

When you plan and write your essay, test the validity of your 
syllogisms. After you fi nish the fi rst draft, go back over it to make sure 
your syllogisms are valid. For practice, identify some of the key syllo-
gisms in one of the essays in Chapter 13 or in an argumentative essay 
in a newspaper or news magazine. Write down the syllogisms and see 
if they are properly stated.

Support Key Claims with Facts

The believability of your argument rests not only on the validity 
of your reasoning but on the truth of your premises. The logic of your 
syllogisms may be perfectly valid, but if readers do not accept 
your premises as true, they will reject your conclusions, including 
your thesis:

MAJOR PREMISE: All healthy people eat spinach.

MINOR PREMISE: Hugo is a healthy person.

CONCLUSION: Hugo eats spinach.
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This syllogism is stated correctly, but the major premise is highly 
questionable. Look again at the correctly stated syllogism about 
Anna Karenina above. Is it true that “all complex characters are 
 fascinating”? If not, the conclusion that Anna is fascinating is 
dubious.

Establish the truth of premises by supporting them with facts. 
Anything in the work is a fact. Facts can be quotations, words, 
 incidents, details of setting, descriptions of characters, conflicts 
within the plot, word sounds, punctuation—anything in the work. 
Facts need not be just quotations; they can be your summaries of 
scenes and events.

Notice, for example, how the author of the essay on the 
 Odyssey combines summary and quotation to support her claim that 
 Odysseus is a craftsman:

Odysseus is a craftsman, a maker, a builder. He crafts the stratagem 

of the Trojan Horse. He crafts his escape from Polyphemus, the 

Cyclops (135). He crafts his way past Scylla and Charybdis (188–89). 

He crafts his artful speech to Nausicaa that wins her help (90–91). 

He tells the story of his adventures, Alcinous says, “as though you 

were a practiced bard” (172). Finally, he crafts the defeat of the 

suitors. He loves stratagems so much that he invents them for the 

sheer pleasure of it. After telling Athene one of his elaborate lies, 

she says, 

He must be indeed a shifty lying fellow who could  surpass 

you in all manner of craft even though you had a god 

for your antagonist. Dare-devil that you are, full of guile, 

 unwearying in deceit, can you not drop your tricks and your 

instinctive falsehood, even now that you are in your own 

country again? (205)

The only “long” quotation in this paragraph is the one at the 
end. Otherwise, the paragraph consists of the author’s summary of 
relevant facts as well as brief quotations she weaves into her own 
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sentences. She also gives page references, so readers can check her 
facts or get a sense of their context. Page references have a rhetorical 
function as well. They say, in effect, “Reader, I know what I’m talk-
ing about. If you don’t believe me, go check my references.”

Use Sound Inductive Reasoning

When you reason inductively, you draw conclusions from facts in 
the work. Instances of Hamlet’s melancholia, for example, lead you 
to conclude that he is melancholy. When you include inductive rea-
soning in an essay, you usually reverse this order. You state a claim 
(the conclusion of your inductive reasoning). Then you present facts 
that led you to it.

To make your inductive reasoning convincing, follow three 
rules of evidence. First, give enough facts to support your claims. 
You need not cite every relevant fact, just enough so readers can 
see the reasonableness of your claim. Second, report facts that are 
 representative of all the facts, not just isolated, atypical facts (the 
one and only time that Hamlet is melancholy). Third, account for 
facts that contradict your thesis. If there are incidents in which 
Hamlet is not melancholy, explain why these do not nullify your 
claim that he is melancholy. Often, when you explain away neg-
ative examples of your claims, you make your overall argument 
more subtle and convincing. Hamlet’s occasional gaiety, you might 
argue, does not contradict his melancholia; rather, it is a cover for 
it, a mask he wears.

Defi ne Key Terms

Learn the meaning of important words in primary sources. Look 
up words in a good dictionary when you have any doubts about 
their meaning. Doing so is especially necessary for poetry and 
 earlier  authors such as Shakespeare and Chaucer. For defi nitions of 
terms, the two most authoritative dictionaries are The Oxford English 
 Dictionary (1989); and Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of 
the English Language (1966). The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) is 
based on “historical principles”; it describes and gives examples of a 
word’s use over the years. If you want to know what a word meant 
to Shakespeare or Chaucer, look it up in the OED. The Merriam-
Webster’s Third International is a “descriptive” dictionary; it describes 
how the word is used and spelled today. The college edition of the 
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Merriam, abridged from the Third New International, is adequate for 
nearly all your needs, as are most hardcover “desk” dictionaries on 
the market. As of this writing, you can search The American  Heritage 
Dictionary (3rd edition, 1996) online at Bartleby.com. Also, your 
 library may subscribe to the online version of the OED. A Web site 
that includes Webster’s New World College Dictionary (4th ed., 1999) 
and other materials related to languages is yourdictionary.com. 
For definitions of specialized literary terms, such as gothic and 
 naturalism, see M. H. Abrams and Geoffrey Harpham’s A Glossary of 
Literary Terms (2009).

Organize Evidence According to a Coherent Plan

Evidence consists of everything you offer in support of your claims 
and thesis. It includes both your reasoning and whatever facts 
you use to buttress your reasoning. The most important “coherent 
plan” for presenting evidence is your line of thought, the chain of 
enthymemes that lead to your thesis. These will vary from topic to 
topic. You will have to work out a different plan of reasoning for 
each essay.

Nonetheless, there are several ways of presenting facts from 
literature that make evidence easy to follow.

 1. Spatial organization presents the facts as they appear in the work, 
from beginning to end.

 2. Chronological organization takes up the facts in the order in which 
they occur in time. Often, spatial order is the same as chronologi-
cal but not always. Many works employ devices such as stream 
of consciousness and fl ashbacks that make spatial sequence dif-
ferent from chronological. Detective fi ction, for example, depends 
on a gradual revelation of past events. Not until you fi nish read-
ing a detective novel can you know the chronological order of 
events. One advantage of either organization is that you give the 
reader the sense that you are covering all the important details of 
the work.

 3. Organization by ascending order of importance moves from the least 
important facts or claims to the most important. The advantage 
of this method is that it gives your essay suspense by ushering 
readers toward a climax. Organizing from the least controversial 
claims to the most controversial is a variation on this plan.
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The paragraph about Odysseus’s craftsmanship (page 267) 
combines two of these plans of organization. The author arranges her 
facts chronologically by starting with the Trojan Horse and ending with 
the defeat of the suitors. Had she arranged them spatially—as they 
appear in the text—they would be out of chronological sequence. She 
also arranges her facts in ascending order of importance. She ends with 
Odysseus’s most important stratagem, the defeat of the suitors, and 
with his most surprising trait, his love of stratagems. This plan pro-
vides an orderly review of Odysseus’s career, makes her facts easy to 
follow, and gives her presentation a measure of suspense.

Make Comparisons Complete and Easy to Follow

When you make extended comparisons, organize them so they are 
easy to follow. 

Cover the • same aspects of all the things compared. If you talk about 
metaphor, symbolism, and imagery in one work, you need to talk 
about these same things in the other work. 
Also, discuss items • in the same order. If you talk about metaphor, 
symbolism, and imagery in one work, keep this same order 
when you discuss the other work: metaphor first, symbolism 
second, imagery last. The outline for such a comparison would 
look like this:

Work #1
Metaphor
Symbolism
Imagery

Work #2
Metaphor
Symbolism
Imagery

For comparisons of more than two things or for long, com-
plex comparisons, another method of organization may be easier 
for readers to follow:

Metaphor
Work #1
Work #2
Work #3
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Symbolism
Work #1
Work #2
Work #3

Imagery
Work #1
Work #2
Work #3

The student essay on the Odyssey uses this second plan of 
comparison:

Claim: Eden and Ogygia are similar.
Reason #1:  Their physical features are similar.

A. Eden has certain physical features (described).
B.  Ogygia’s physical features (described) are almost 

exactly the same.
Reason #2: Their inhabitants live comfortable and pain-free lives.

A. Eden
B. Ogygia

Reason #3: The inhabitants have companionship.
A. Eden
B. Ogygia

Reason #4: Both places are free from death.
A. Eden
B. Ogygia

There are other ways to organize comparisons. You could, for 
example, discuss all the similarities together, then all the differences. 
The general rule is to make the comparison thorough and orderly, so 
readers can see all the lines of similarity and difference. Doing this 
usually requires ample revisions of your outlines and drafts. The 
next chapter, Chapter 10, deals with the revision and editing stages 
of the writing process. It concludes with two drafts of a compari-
son essay, and shows how revision can improve the arrangement of 
 extended comparisons. 

Checklist for Drafting the Essay

Plan the rhetorical structure of your essay.• 

Make a rough outline of the essay.• 
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Compose a title that signals the focus of the essay.• 

Decide where you will state your thesis.• 

Write an introduction that explains the problem(s) you plan • 
to solve.

Lay out the organization of the body of the essay.• 

Write out your key syllogisms. State them so they make • 
logical sense.

Decide which premises you will support with evidence.• 

Make sure your premises follow convincingly from the • 
evidence.

Defi ne important terms.• 

Organize comparisons so they are easy to follow.• 

Write a conclusion that announces how the problem is • 
solved.
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