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About This Handbook

The English Department at SUNY New Paltz requires
written work to comply with the guidelines estab-
lished by The Modern Language Association (MLA),
a professional association of language and literature
teachers. These guidelines are set out in that orga-
nization’s MLA Handbook (7th edition, 2009). As a
basic principle, you should assume that your teach-
ers expect you to follow all MLA guidelines, though
some may have certain preferences that differ from
MLA style.

Our handbook refers to the MLA Handbook at many
points, but it also provides additional examples, dis-
cussion, and insights. We strongly suggest that you
use the two handbooks together, perhaps begin-
ning with material in Standards & Style and referring
to the MLA Handbook for additional explanations,
detailed examples, and special cases. We on the fac-
ulty of the English Department realize that the MLA
system can be daunting when one first begins to use
it; Standards & Style should help you get acquainted
with the basic principles and forms of the MLA sys-
tem. Also, if you own a copy of the 7th edition of
the MLA Handbook, be sure to use the activation
code on the book’s back cover to access the vari-
ety of helpful examples of MLA format provided at
www.mlahandbook.org.

But this handbook is also a good deal more: it con-
tains advice and guidance gathered from the faculty
of the English Department, ideas which are designed
to help you think through the expectations and
techniques of writing college-level literary analy-
sis. Ultimately, we want you to become a stronger,
more self-conscious writer. We recommend that you
read this entire document, take careful notes, think
hard about what you are reading, and keep it with
you during your career as a student of the English
Department.




Writing for English
Studies: An Overview of
“Academic Discourse”

Most people believe that good writing is pretty easy to
recognize, especially when contrasted with bad writing.
However, good writing is actually surprisingly difficult
to define: a news story in a daily paper must do things
that an interview in a weekly business magazine does
not; a free verse poem is hardly the same as a legal
contract; a personal letter to your best friend is not the
same thing as a cover letter to a prospective employer,
and so on. And yet most of us realize that each of these
might well be a shining example of excellent written
expression. Indeed, if we are to talk about good writ-
ing, we need to be attentive to the basic fact that not
all writing is intended to do the same thing: all writing
is not the same. Instead, in order to judge the quality
or success of a particular example of writing, we need
to know whether a writer is trying to argue a contro-
versial point, summarize historical events, entertain a
mass audience, amuse a few friends, defend a decision,
or analyze a work of literature.

Good writing is expression that succeeds for a particular
audience, within a particular set of circumstances,
purposes, expectations, and conventions.

Audience, circumstances, purposes, expectations, and
conventions: it might be obvious that the “rules” of a
course in English literature differ in all these areas from
those that govern, say, the writing of lab reports, news
stories, legal briefs, or humorous short stories. But even
understanding these crucial points may not guarantee
that we can easily define what actually makes good
writing good within the discipline of English studies.
However, with experience comes increased understand-
ing of and skill in the nuances of good writing. This
section is designed to give you some basic insights into
the distinctive features of writing for the discipline of
English studies.

In recent years, writers and editors within our disci-
pline of English studies have significantly broadened
the boundaries that used to govern the field. Word
choices and formulas that used to be essentially forbid-
den are now widely practiced, and the field has seen a



general process of self-reflection concerning its own dis-
cursive practices, habits, and conventions. Despite these
changes, some expectations remain generally constant
across the field.

What is Literary Analysis?

Literary analysis is fundamentally argumentative writing.
In its best forms, it makes a claim—often called a thesis—
about a text or texts that is not so obvious as to be ordi-
nary or uninteresting, nor so vague as to be impossible
to argue in a convincing way. In order to support such a
claim, you must do two major things: assert a well-rea-
soned opinion or observation that will excite interest or
debate, and gather and present evidence that substanti-
ates what you are arguing. Though literary analysis is
like many other forms of writing, it tends to have one
particular emphasis that you should always consider:
your professors expect you to engage with the language
and stylistics of the material you discuss. What choices
does the author make at the level of words, sentences,
or structures? What makes this particular work different
from other kinds of writing (journalism, political dis-
course, a sermon, a piece of advertising, etc.)? Sometimes
you will be asked to place a work in an intellectual or
historical tradition; sometimes you will be asked to focus
more narrowly upon the play of images or sounds. But
whatever the particulars of any given assignment, close
attention to language will always be welcome: word
choices in a poem, the slang that a character in a novel
or play uses, the way an essayist uses opposing images,
and so on.

What is a Good Thesis?

A vague thesis is very often the root of all essay-writing
evils, as it were. Everything in an essay rises or falls,
succeeds or fails, according to the quality of the thesis.
As simple as this basic rule is, a lot of essays that really
have little or nothing to say nonetheless get handed in.
So what is the rule? Offer a thesis that is sufficiently
controversial as to need proof and argument, and be
clear and concrete when you announce your purpose. A
good thesis statement is something that goes beyond a
statement based upon class discussion, and well beyond




a statement based upon plot details alone. The best
thesis statements take risks, stir up some controversy,
and go beyond the obvious.

Here are some examples of bad
thesis statements:

Jane Austen’s tone is a very complex ques-

tion.

King Lear is a great play and a great work

of art.

The protagonists Sir Gawain and Lanval can

be compared and contrasted.

And here are some ways that each
example could be improved:

How should we interpret Jane Austen’s

tone? This is a very complex question, but
we can understand a great deal about her
intentions by looking closely at her ironic

presentation of young, unmarried women.

Though literary critics usually agree that
King Lear is a great play and a great work
of art, it is also a great statement of

moral philosophy.

The protagonists Sir Gawain and Lanval can
be compared and contrasted because of the
quests they undertake and the temptations
they face; however, in the final analy-
sis, Gawain emerges as the more human and
life-like character because the author of
Sir Gawain and the Green Knight invites
readers to experience Gawain’s humiliation

along with him.

Of particular importance to new college students is that
staple of high school instruction: the five-paragraph
essay, a form that may have its usefulness at some early
stage of learning to write, but which usually makes for
absolutely predictable, dull essays at the college level.
In the five-paragraph essay everything gets jammed



into three main body paragraphs or sections, with
typically dull, formulaic introductions and conclusions
at either end. Mature writers avoid these formulas and
figure out other ways to structure their thinking, but you
should also be aware that “five-paragraph essay think-
ing” can lead to rather mindless thesis statements. Avoid
theses such as these that deal in broad, generic catego-
ries that could apply to almost any literary question, or
that mechanically repeat three categories:

The protagonists Sir Gawain and Lanval can
be compared and contrasted in terms of

character, mood, and theme.

The protagonists Sir Gawain and Lanval
can be compared and contrasted because the
authors of these works use mood, tone, and

character very effectively.

The Importance of Evidence

Your professors also want to see that you can present
and discuss evidence as part of your argument in an
essay. Though sometimes you will consult outside (or
“secondary”) sources, most of the time your papers will
involve only the presentation and careful discussion of
the literary work or works you are writing about. As a
very basic principle, therefore, be sure that your analy-
sis adequately accounts for the particular features of
the work or works you are analyzing. The best way to
“stick to the text” is to make sure that your essay refers
concretely and specifically to the work or works under
discussion. Sometimes you will focus your attention
on nuances as minute as the sound of syllables or the
absence of a word a reader might expect, but even very
minute details should show a relation to the thesis of
the paper and to the larger thematic meanings of the
work or works you are discussing. Quote amply but with
purpose, and be sure to spend enough time discussing
the passage so that your reader sees what is important,
relevant, significant, or distinctive about the words you
quote. Try to anticipate what your readers will need to
know to carry them from point to point toward a conclu-
sion, and provide evidence and discussion accordingly.
See Section 4 for specific advice on how to integrate your
quotations into your own analysis.

¥




Plot Summary is Not the Same as
Analysis!

Many essays, even at the college level, go wrong
because their authors devote far too much space to
the retelling of plot events that contribute little to the
thesis of the paper. Instructors frown upon plot sum-
mary for its own sake because it suggests that a writer
is laboring under a vague—and possibly even absent—
thesis, and because merely retelling the events of a
narrative is not as intellectually challenging as making
meaning out of those events. Writers who have a clear
thesis usually can discern what constitutes relevant evi-
dence that is useful in advancing a particular argument
and what is merely incidental. In other words, if you
have a clear thesis, it will be easier for you to decide
what evidence needs to be in your essay and how you
need to discuss it. Often a very brief introductory state-
ment early in the paper that includes such details as the
author’s name, the title, and a very short synopsis of
the work in question proves helpful to your reader, but
once you are into your argument, keep plot summary
to the bare minimum needed to support your analysis.

How Do | Organize My ldeas?

Often, your unfolding argument will demand an orga-
nizational scheme that does not rely on the order of
plot events in the work you are discussing. Follow your
instincts and good sense and try to avoid creating a
running commentary on or paraphrase of major plot
events. Can you instead structure an argument based
on key facets of your thesis rather than key events in
the plot of the work you are discussing? As you plan
your writing, think carefully about what helps you
make your case (it is usually the same points in the text
that made you want to make the argument in the first
place), and present that evidence as a logical and per-
suasive unfolding of your thesis. And as we have said
above, be sure to give enough space to a careful discus-
sion of what your evidence means to your argument:
linger over key images, word choices, juxtapositions,
and the like. Make your evidence mean something.



Conclusion or Summary?

Just as analysis and plot summary are different critical
undertakings, a conclusion and a summary are different
undertakings. A summary is a recapitulation of points
made earlier in a discussion, while a conclusion offers
closure—a move toward finality and a decision on your
part. While some discursive traditions (lab reports, field
research findings, etc.) do favor summaries over conclu-
sions, essays written within English studies should do
more than merely repeat what has already been stated.
The best conclusions compress the argument into a con-
centrated form, state clearly what the essay has proven,
and may even suggest implications that grow out of
the argument you have just made. If you find yourself
writing a conclusion that is essentially what you wrote
in your introduction, think harder about where your
argument has carried you and what it means in terms of
the larger questions your topic provokes. Don’t write a
mirror-image of your introduction. Such re-statements
often leave a reader feeling that the paper really did not
go anywhere except back to its starting point.

Here are a few general suggestions for writing good
conclusions. First, be sure that the conclusion is a version
of the thesis, but ideally a version that goes beyond the
mere statement or restatement of what you said early in
the paper. The ending of the paper, your answer, should
be in dialogue with the question you asked in the begin-
ning, but it should have the last word, as it were. Second,
whenever possible, try to offer your reader something
other than a summary of points, some statement or
statements that take us beyond what has been argued
and encourage us to see or wonder about new dimen-
sions of your discussion. We should feel, paradoxically,
both satisfied and intrigued: a conclusion, to paraphrase
T. S. Eliot, needs to end with a bang and not a whimper.

Stylistic Considerations in English
Studies

There are many nuances to good style within the disci-
pline of English Studies, and many stylistic points have
changed—or have been challenged by writers—in recent
years. It is well worth your time to become familiar with
the following topics.




The use of first- and second-person forms (, me, my and
you, your, yours) and the use of contractions (would‘ve,
it’s, what’s) were once considered unacceptable by the
conventions of English studies. These expectations have
changed so radically in recent years that you should dis-
cuss first- and second-person forms with your instructor
to see whether he or she has expectations, insights,
or suggestions concerning their use. While there may
be fewer “rules” governing this topic, writers still face
important questions about the effects and implications
of their word choices.

By the conventions of our discipline, use the present
verb tense to discuss the events that occur in a literary
work: “Jay Gatsby yearns for the past” or “The Wife
of Bath then goes on to speak of her fifth husband.”
Reserve past tenses for reference to historical events
(“Chaucer was a notable court poet” or “The War of
1812 proved to be a turning point in American let-
ters”) and for making distinctions in time within the
chronology of a work of literature (“Though the Wife
of Bath had five husbands, she now claims to have
loved only her last one”).

In general, try to avoid over-using passive verbs and
passive constructions. The passive voice refers to a legit-
imate grammatical construction in which the subject is
acted upon by a named or unnamed agent, instead of
doing the action. The verb is constructed with the aid
of the auxiliary to be (is, are, was, were), and the agent
doing the acting is either left unnamed or indicated by
a phrase beginning with by. For example:

Macbeth is tempted.
Macbeth is tempted by the Weird Sisters.

The passive voice tends to rob sentences of energy and
specificity. In the examples above, we probably would
benefit from knowing more about who does what to
whom. So how about this for a revision? By adding
only ten words, suddenly the sentence says something
important:

The Weird Sisters tempt Macbeth, driving
him to the moral dilemma that will eventu-

ally seal his fate.



Some writers also hide behind vague passive construc-
tions or excessive use of forms of the verb to be:

It could be argued that Macbeth is tempted
by the Weird Sisters.

Temptation is a serious problem for
Macbeth.

The excessive use of passive forms almost always weak-
ens a paper. Often a reader gets the impression that the
writer wants to disappear behind the protective barrier
of ambiguous language. Stock phrases such as “it can be
said” or “it is often thought” rob you, as the writer of
the paper, of the opportunity to do what you are sup-
posed to do in an essay: assert yourself and advance an
argument that you believe to be true. In some cases, of
course, a passive verb or construction may be the best
way to convey your ideas. Ultimately, your job as a writer
is to be self-conscious about the verb forms you choose
and know why you are making the choices you make.

Good writing for English studies tends to be fluid, rather
than curt and formulaic. Avoid repeating the same
sentence structures, and especially short, declarative
sentences. Most professors consider short, choppy, awk-
wardly linked sentences to be a sign of simple thought
processes. One way to spot trouble is to read your work
aloud: does it sound fluid? Do your ideas lead gracefully
into one another? Do your word choices and sentence
structures convey the relationships between ideas that
drive your paper from the introduction to the conclu-
sion? If not, think about ways to link ideas using subordi-
nate structures (phrases and clauses that “depend” upon
others for their meaning: “x happens because of y" or
“x reveals, however indirectly, that y really means z") or
employing punctuation that suggests continuity or levels
of meaning (the colon, the semicolon, the emphatic dash,
the parenthetical aside). Consider these two examples:

Huck Finn then realizes that he is a bad
person. He contemplates what his disobedi-
ence means. He also seems to question the
moral worth of racist laws. These laws are
only human constructs, but they are power-

ful forces to the young boy.

D
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As Huck Finn contemplates his act of dis-
obedience, weighing the powerful force of
racist laws in relation to his transgres-
sion, he realizes that he is bad person.
However, for us as readers this young
boy’s realization only points out how
inferior the human construct of law is to

Huck’s (and our) innate sense of morality.

How Do | Tie My Analysis Together?

Just as writers in our discipline avoid short, disconnect-
ed sentences, they also avoid short, disconnected para-
graphs. If you find yourself writing several short para-
graphs in a row, try to discover the relationships that
might tie the ideas in these paragraphs together, and
adjust your paragraphing accordingly. Just as you try to
help your reader by strategically grouping related ideas
within a single paragraph, so too you should clearly
indicate where one major idea leads into a new one by
starting a new paragraph. Help the reader by includ-
ing transitional words or phrases that bridge from idea
to idea (for example, “Just as x, so too y ... " or “In the
same way that x, y also ..." ). Pay particular attention
to the signals you give your reader that your argument
is changing directions or moving to a new point.

Here are some examples of paragraph transitions that
should be helpful to readers. Note that here the writers
are trying to help readers by introducing a new para-
graph in terms of the ideas of the previous one (words
in boldface are specifically intended to put ideas in
relationship to each other):

Just as Melville imagined evil on the
high seas, his literary mentor Nathaniel
Hawthorne saw evil in the hearts of every-

day New England Puritans.

Honor is the highest good for Hotspur,
but Falstaff presents us with a different,

more subversive ethical code.

Even though Dickens’s novels profess love
of the common people, the author himself
did not always love them in his heart of

hearts.
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And What About “Audience”?

The points mentioned above bring us to one of the more
complex questions within the larger question of writing
for English studies: how is my analytical voice supposed
to “sound”? How formal or informal am | supposed to
be? For whom am | actually writing? (Or, put another,
less formal way, who am | actually writing for?) What is
my relationship to my reader or readers? These are all
questions that you need to ponder seriously as you prog-
ress through your college education. Each assignment
presents a different set of circumstances, a new audience,
and a fresh purpose, and you need ultimately to develop
flexibility in discerning what is called for as you approach
a new challenge. Your instructors can help a great deal:
make a point to ask for their advice and speak with them
about their expectations. For most assignments, you will
probably be told that the voice in the paper should be a
reasonably formal, careful version of your own natural
voice, not a stilted or artificial attempt at someone else’s.
Finding your voice is both one of the most difficult and
most rewarding aspects of learning to write for the disci-
pline of English studies.

Titles

A title can and should say a lot about the essay that is to
follow. Ask yourself whether your title would make you
want to read on (you may be surprised at what you see
in your own past papers). The worst title is no title at all;
the second worst is a dull repetition of the assignment or
of the general topic that the paper addresses. Try to do
two things in a title: give some appropriate indication of
or glimpse into what is to follow in the paper, and pique
the reader’s interest.

Some examples of dull titles:
Paper 1
Essay on Chaucer

Shakespeare and Tragedy




Some examples of provocative titles:

The Realm of Utopia: Thomas More’s

Imperfect Perfect Place

Thomas More’s Utopia and the Search for

Social Justice

“Myn Entente”: The Wife of Bath’s Feminine
Wiles

The Terrible Truth of Hamlet’s Philosophy
of Life

Which papers would you want to read?

Do not put your title in a box or use exotic fonts, ital-
ics, or underlining; do not add pictures, images, etc. If,
however, you include in your title the title of the work
you are writing about, or if you include a quotation
from that work, then punctuate accordingly.

Speaking of titles: improperly punctuated titles send
a terrible first signal to a reader. Not knowing what
should be italicized and what put in quotation marks
can make a good writer appear careless. The basic MLA
rule states that long works such as novels, epic poems,
full-length plays and the like are italicized when they
are referenced in an essay, including in the title of an
essay; short works such as short stories, lyric poems,
one-act plays and the like are placed within quotation
marks. So, it's Beowulf, King Lear, The Awakening,
and The Canterbury Tales, but “Ode on a Grecian Urn,”
“"The Pardoner’'s Tale,” and “A Clean Well-Lighted
Place.” (See the MLA Handbook Section 3.6 for more
details.)

11
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Formatting and
Presenting Your Paper

As stated above, as a basic principle, the English
Department at SUNY New Paltz requires written work to
comply with the guidelines established by The Modern
Language Association (MLA) in the MLA Handbook (7th
edition, 2009). Your instructors expect you to follow the
formatting guidelines of the MLA, but may have indi-
vidual preferences on minor details.

The basic layout of an English paper is explained in
Chapter 4 and conveniently illustrated in the Appendix
of Standards & Style. If you own a copy of the 7th edition
of the MLA Handbook, you can also check out sample
papers on www.mlahandbook.org.

Note in particular these details:

e Use just one standard 12-point font and avoid exotic,
decorative fonts or purely decorative borders, pictures,
or images.

e Use black ink only.
e Follow MLA margins and page numbering rules.

e Be sure that you provide the necessary identifying
information (name, professor, class, date), per MLA
guidelines.

e Double-space the entire text, including inset quota-
tions.

e Staple or paper clip your paper.

¢ Do not combine Works Cited and Works Consulted
pages (see MLA Handbook Section 5.3).

e Do not use covers or folders.

Take pride in the appearance and the substance of your
written work:

e Start thinking and drafting well before the paper is
due, taking time to consider the best organization of
your ideas and the best body of evidence to support
your ideas.

e Pay especially close attention to the three classic
trouble areas: the introduction, the thesis, and the
conclusion.




® Be sure that your paper is correctly formatted and
neatly presented—especially in the details of margins,
guotation formes, titles, identifying information, and
the like.

* Proofread and spell-check carefully. Remember that
spell-checking does not find errors in grammar, punc-
tuation, and usage.

Sources, Fair Use, and
Plagiarism

“Sources” (sometimes called “secondary materials” or
“secondary sources”) are reference works (such as dic-
tionaries, encyclopedias, and the like), biographies,
reviews, critical essays, and books related to the study
of literature. Such materials are often a very valuable
resource to students of English studies, but they may
not be appropriate at every level: in some courses, your
professors might prefer that you avoid such sources,
while in others, secondary materials may be required.
Your instructor will make it clear what the expectations
for a particular assignment are. If you are not sure, ask
for clarification or consult the MLA Handbook Chapter
2. In addition, The Sojourner Truth Library maintains an
excellent web page devoted to questions of plagiarism,
fair use, and reliability of sources:

http://library.newpaltz.edu/assistance/plag.html

If you do make use of sources, you must acknowledge
your use correctly and honestly. Fortunately, you as a
student can make use of sources freely, whether they
appear in print form, in databases available through the
campus library, or on the Internet. The MLA Handbook
gives you a good system for doing so. All you need to do
is acknowledge what you have used, where it appears in
your own thinking, and where it comes from—and to do
so in the prescribed forms.

Plagiarism is what happens when you do not. It is a
form of cheating and theft: the unacknowledged use of
others' ideas, words, or expressions which are presented
as one's own—whether done intentionally or inadver-
tently. The recent proliferation of secondary materials,

13
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especially those available online, has made the problem
of plagiarism more acute than ever, and so it is important
that you understand the difference between proper and
improper uses of sources. The College’s policy concern-
ing plagiarism, quoted from the Advising Handbook, is
as follows:

Plagiarism is the representation, intentional or uninten-
tional, of someone else’s words or ideas as one’s own. Since
words in print are the property of an author or publisher,
plagiarizing is a form of larceny punishable by fine. When
using another person’s words in a paper, students must
place them within quotation marks or clearly set them off in
the text and give them appropriate footnoting. When stu-
dents use only the ideas and change the words, they must
clearly identify the source of the ideas. Plagiarism, whether
intentional or unintentional, therefore, is a violation of the
property of the author plagiarized and of the implied assur-
ance by the students when they hand in work that the work
is their own. If students have any questions about what
constitutes plagiarism, it is their responsibility to clarify the
matter by conferring with the instructor. Faculty members
must report in writing cases of cheating, plagiarism or forg-
ery to their department chair and thetir academic dean.

www.newpaltz.edu/advising/policies_integrity.html

In order to avoid plagiarism, keep these tips in mind:

* Keep scrupulous notes while conducting your research,
making sure that you credit your sources as you read
and gather information.

e \When in doubt, credit the source.

® Be discriminating in your choice of sources, but espe-
cially of materials on the Internet at large, being sure
to consider the authority of what you find.

Again, see the resources online at The Sojourner Truth
Library:

http://library.newpaltz.edu/assistance/plag.html

D




Quoting Successfully

As discussed in Section 1, your presentation of evidence
forms an essential part of literary argument, whether
in the form of specific reference to the work(s) under
analysis, through paraphrase, or by direct quotation.
Although each form has its value, direct quotation is
undoubtedly the most concrete and convincing form of
evidence that you as a writer can offer to your readers.
It is also, however, the technique that requires the most
patience and practice to get right. As a writer of literary
analysis, you should endeavor to understand the logic
and techniques of successful quoting and to master the
correct forms in your analytic writing.

Four basic rules of thumb should guide your thinking
about quoting:

1) Quote with purpose: think carefully about why,
where, and when you quote.

2) Quote with moderation: an essay is not a collec-
tion of quoted passages, but an argument that uses
quoted evidence. Quote only what you discuss.

3) Integrate your quotations: make them fit into your
own argument and your own writing.

4) Discuss your quotations fully: make them part of
your argument, linger over them, explain them in
terms of your larger argument. Remember that they
do not explain themselves!

As you prepare your quoted evidence, begin by asking
how many lines you intend to quote:

; Up to three lines of verse or verse drama
Use the integrated form for _
Up to four lines of prose

2 Four or more lines of verse or verse drama
Use the inset (block) form for _ _
Five or more lines of prose

Follow your quotations with page number or numbers
for prose, line numbers for verse, and act, scene, and
line number or numbers for verse drama whenever
possible. These references must correspond to works
that you cite in your Works Cited page (see below).



The Basic Integrated Quotation

The basic integrated quotation functions as a part of your own sentence, with
only the words of the quoted passage between quotation marks, reproduced
exactly as they appear in the original. The quotation and your own words should
read smoothly as a complete, logical sentence (you can test yourself: does it read
correctly if you ignore the quotation marks?). Consider these examples:

Gilman describes the breakfast as “not profuse, but sufficient

in amount and excellent in quality” (24).

Gilman describes the men’s meal: “The breakfast was not pro-

fuse, but sufficient in amount and excellent in quality” (24).

Gilman describes the breakfast as “not profuse” even though it

is “sufficient in amount and excellent in quality” (24).

You may use this technique for prose passages that equal no more than four
lines in your paper. Longer quotations must be inset (see below).

Students just learning to quote successfully sometimes get tangled in awkward
syntax or inadvertently write fragments or run-on sentences because they do not
integrate their own words and the words of the quotation smoothly. Or they sim-
ply insert the quotation, as in this unsuccessful example:

At this point Gilman offers the reader some symbolism. “The
breakfast was not profuse, but sufficient in amount and excel-
lent in quality” (24). The men are growing used to the plenty

and the moderation of this society.

As you can see, this quotation seems quite disconnected from the analytical points
the writer is making here because there is no clear connection or linking between
the breakfast and the symbolic value that the writer wishes to argue is present in
the scene. The writer is not working with the quotation in a way that suggests
he or she really has understood the original very well, or at least has not worked
to make the quotation’s meaning clear to the reader. The passage is simply
“dropped” or “dumped” into the discussion. It just seems to “float.”

You can avoid such problems by adjusting your own wording so as to frame or
introduce the quotation:

Gilman emphasizes that the men’s breakfast is “not profuse.”
Their food becomes, in this example, a symbol of this soci-
ety’s moderate habits. At the same time, however, the meal
draws our attention to this world’s natural plenty because
their breakfast is also “sufficient in amount and excellent in
quality” (24).




The Basic Inset (or Block) Quotation

Use the inset quotation format for prose passages of five or more lines in your
paper and for verse and verse drama of four lines or more. After introduc-
ing your quotation, either with your own carefully phrased syntax or with a colon,
indent (or tab) one inch (or ten spaces) from the left margin and run your lines out
to the right margin, just as you would with a line of your own text. Note that in
inset quotations the final punctuation comes just before the page number(s) and
that quotation marks are not used unless you are quoting dialogue:

In Chapter 3, Charlotte Perkins Gilman seems to suggest that
the men’s meal is not only a new experience but also a symbol-

ic form of consciousness-raising:

The breakfast was not profuse, but sufficient in
amount and excellent in quality. We were all

too good travelers to object to novelty, and this
repast with its new but delicious fruit, its dish
of large rich-flavored nuts, and its highly satis-
factory little cakes was most agreeable. There was
some water to drink, and a hot beverage of a most

pleasing quality, some preparation like cocoa. (24)

See the MLA Handbook Section 3.7 for more details on inset-style quoting.

Additions, Deletions, and Changes

If you need to change or add something (usually a pronoun or other word needed
for clarity), use square brackets [ ] to indicate your change, as in these changes
from me in the original to him in the quotation:

Milton then describes a “celestial patroness” who comes to him
in his sleep “And dictates to [him] slumb’ring, or inspires /

Easy [his] unpremeditated verse” (9.21, 23-24).

If you take out something—a word, phrase, or even a sentence or more—indicate
the omission by using ellipses:

Joyce then describes Gabriel waiting “outside the drawing-room
door . . . listening to the skirts that swept against it and
to the shuffling of feet” (24).

If the omitted section comes at the end of a sentence, add the final punctuation
to the the very end of the sentence or to the three periods:

Joyce then describes Gabriel waiting “outside the drawing-room

door . . . listening to the skirts . . .7 (24).




On page 24, the author then describes Gabriel waiting “outside
the drawing-room door . . . listening to the skirts that swept

”

against it.

See the MLA Handbook Sections 3.7.5-7 for more details on how to alter sources
correctly.

Special Rules for Quoting Poetry

Poetry is treated in much the same way as prose, but all line breaks must be
preserved in your quotations. Forgetting this important rule can make you seem
insensitive to the patterned language of poetry.

Thus, in a basic integrated-style quotation you must reproduce the format of the
original by signaling to your reader where the lines break:

”

In the opening lines of the devotional poem “Easter,” George
Herbert instructs his heart to acknowledge God and “Sing his

praise / Without delays” (1-2).

According to MLA rules, you may quote one, two, or three lines of verse in this
way, being sure to place a slash mark (/) between lines. Longer quotations must
be inset:

The opening of Shakespeare’s “Sonnet 87” introduces an impor-
tant legal metaphor that continues for the first twelve lines

of the poem:

Farewell—thou art too dear for my possessing,
And like enough thou know’st thy estimate.
The charter of thy worth gives thee releasing;

My bonds in thee are all determinate. (1-4)

Special Rules for Quoting Drama

Drama presents some special challenges, especially when you are dealing with
verse drama (see the MLA Handbook Section 3.7.3. and 3.7.4 for more details).
Here are three different quotations from Shakespeare:

Integrated Quotations

Hamlet is sure that “The time is out of Jjoint” and he laments
the “cursed spite / That ever [he] was born to set it right”
because at this point in the play he still has no concrete

motive to avenge his father’s suspicious death (1.5.215-16).




Note here that line breaks are indicated, that the pronoun change is enclosed
within square brackets, and that the act, scene, and line numbers follow the quo-
tation. A period comes at the end of the sentence, not the end of the quotation.

Dialogue

When your quotation contains two or more characters speaking, you must fol-
low this format so that your reader can understand who is speaking to whom.
Dialogue must always be inset and the characters’ names are given in ALL CAPS.
Indent the first line of a character’s speech one inch from the left margin and
subsequent lines of that character’s speech an additional quarter inch. Also, make
sure that you adequately introduce the quotation:

The powers and the duties of a monarch are always central
to this play. For example, King Henry V is elogquent but also
rather sly concerning a king’s responsibility to his people:

WILLIAMS. But if the cause be not good, the King him-
self hath a heavy reckoning to make, when all those
legs and arms and heads chopped off in a battle shall
join together at the latter day and cry all, ‘We died
at such a place’—some swearing, some crying for a
surgeon, some upon their wives left poor behind them,
some upon the debts they owe, some upon their chil-
dren rawly left.

KING. So, if a son that is by his father sent about
merchandise do sinfully miscarry upon the sea, the
imputation of his wickedness, by your rule, should
be imposed upon his father, that sent him.

But this is not so. The King is not bound to answer

the particular endings of his soldiers, the father

of his son, nor the master of his servant. .
(4.1.128-47)

These principles apply to quoted dialogue in both prose and verse drama.

Inset Quotations

When quoting four or more lines from verse drama, you must use the inset style.
Make sure that your introductory sentence or sentences make it clear who is
speaking and what the quotation means:

Perhaps ironically, perhaps in seriousness, the “tamed” Kate

proclaims before the assembled guests that

A woman moved is like a fountain troubled,
Muddy, ill-seeming, thick, bereft of beauty,
And while it is so, none so dry or thirsty
Will deign to sip or touch one drop of it.
(5.2.146-49)




When quoting from drama, be sure to indicate the speaker(s), either within the
qguotation or within your own introductory phrase or sentence. If the speakers’
names are included in a block quotation, put them in ALL CAPS. If you identify a
single speaker in your own words, do not repeat the name in the quotation itself.
(See more in the MLA Handbook Section 3.7.4.)

Tips For Successful Quoting:

v Note where the punctuation goes relative to quotation marks and parentheses.
Commas and periods go inside quotation marks; semicolons and colons go out-
side quotation marks.

V Final punctuation is placed after parentheses in integrated quotations. In inset
quotations it is placed before parentheses. See the different examples.

V Be sure that everything you quote from is included in your Works Cited page, and
that your reader will know how to locate the work from which you quote.

V If you have line numbers for verse and verse drama, always use them instead of
page numbers. Be sure to respect all line breaks in verse and verse drama (see the
MLA Handbook Section 6.4.8).

¥ Do not use quotation marks for inset-style quotations. Do use them for integrat-
ed-style quotations.

v Do not change anything, including the smallest details of punctuation or spelling
without indicating your intervention (for example, moved in the example from
The Taming of the Shrew should not be transformed into mov’d). The one excep-
tion to this rule is that you should eliminate all punctuation in the original text at
the end of a quotation, except for the question mark and the exclamation mark
(see the MLA Handbook Section 3.7.7).

v Don't “stick in” evidence as decoration or an afterthought. Evidence should be
integral to your argument, because ideally what you want to say came from the
text. There is a certain logic to the proposition that “if it's not in the text, you
should not be arguing it.” Build your arguments, from the brainstorming and
outlining stages, upon textual evidence.

V Refer to the text or quote from it frequently, but don’t quote more than your
argument needs: excessively long quotations look like padding, and they usu-
ally are! If it's better to paraphrase or merely refer to a section, do that instead.
Quote selectively and purposefully: what does the reader really need from you?

v Using the integrated style of quotation tends to suggest to readers that you have
a firm command of writing technique. It's not always easy to integrate your words
with another author’s, but those who can do it usually appear sophisticated in
their thinking. Be careful, however, not to quote so often that you lose track of
or minimize your own analysis.




v Always introduce inset quotations with either a colon or with words that ade-
quately introduce the quotation in relation to your argument. Always introduce
your integrated quotations into the sentence in which they appear. If you feel a
disjunction between your writing and your quotation, fix one or the other. It's
usually easier to fix your syntax than to make deep changes to the passage you
are quoting (i.e., inserting lots of square brackets and ellipses). Remember, flow
is important.

v Be careful of quotations at the end of a paragraph or at the end of a paper. While
these can sometimes work well, you also run the risk of “dropping” or “dumping”
a quotation that you never explain. Unless you are sure that a quotation says
what you mean better than you yourself can, or that it will deliver an unmistak-
able “punch” to finish off an idea, it's better to quote and then discuss the pas-
sage in your own language. Don’t expect quotations to do the work of analysis
by themselves.

v Use the MLA Handbook. This digest is a very reduced summary of a very detailed
system. See Sections 3.7, 5, and 6 in particular.

Notes:
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The MLA-Style
Works Cited Page

Your essay should end with a Works Cited page con-
taining bibliographic information for all texts you have
referred to, paraphrased, or quoted from. Arrange the
entries alphabetically by the author’s last name (or by
title if the author is unknown). Every parenthetical cita-
tion in the body of the essay should correspond with a
text listed on the Works Cited page. It may be that you
will have no more than one entry—namely, the literary
work itself—if you have not drawn upon any secondary
sources, but it is important to let your audience know
what edition of the literary work you have used. The
Works Cited page should list only those texts you have
actually cited in your essay and not all the materials you
may have read in the process of researching the essay
(though some instructors will require a separate Works
Consulted page for the latter group of texts).

There are three main categories of bibliographic infor-
mation:

1) the author of the work,
2) the title of the work, and

3) publication information, including medium
(usually “Print” or “Web").

There are various kinds of publication information,
depending upon the nature of the work (e.g., book,
article, interview, electronic document, video recording),
but in general the publication information includes the
publisher, the place of publication, the date of publica-
tion, and page numbers for the work cited, if it is part of
a larger work. Note that when page numbers appear in a
Works Cited entry, they should be inclusive; that is, they
should indicate all the pages in the work and not just the
pages you have cited in your essay.

In our discipline, we organize and format bibliographic
information according to the guidelines laid out in
Chapter 5 of the MLA Handbook. There you will find dis-
cussion of every possible form you might need. Samples
of the most common cases are given here, and if you
own the 7th edition of the MLA Handbook, you can use
the included activation code to access a variety of helpful
examples of papers and citations employing this format
at www.mlahandbook.org.




Print Sources

The basic entry for a book by a single author:

Greenblatt, Stephen. Renaissance Self-Fashioning. Chicago:
U of Chicago P, 1980. Print.

(For further discussion and additional examples, see the MLA Handbook, 5.5.2.)

Two or more works by the same author:

Greenblatt, Stephen. Learning to Curse. New York: Routledge,
1990. Print.

-. Renaissance Self-Fashioning. Chicago: U of Chicago P,
1980. Print.

The basic entry for an anthology or collection with one or more
editors:

Finch, Robert and John Elder, eds. The Norton Book of Nature
Writing. New York: Norton, 1990. Print.

(Here “eds” means “editors.” For further discussion and additional examples, see
the MLA Handbook, 5.5.3.)

The basic entry for a translation:

Auerbach, Erich. Mimesis. Trans. Willard R. Trask. Princeton:
Princeton UP, 1953. Print.

(For further discussion and additional examples, see the MLA Handbook, 5.5.11.)

The basic entry for an edition:

Chaucer, Geoffrey. The Riverside Chaucer. Ed. Larry D. Benson
et al. 3rd ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987. Print.

(Here “Ed” means “edited by” and “ed” means “edition.” The Latin phrase “et
al” means “and others.” For further discussion and additional examples, see the
MLA Handbook, 5.5.10 and 5.5.13.)




The basic entry for a work in an anthology or collection:

Lanyer, Aemilia. “The Description of Cooke-ham.” The Norton
Anthology of English Literature. Ed. M. H. Abrams, et al.
7th ed. Vol. 1. New York: Norton, 2000. 1287-92. Print.

Woolf, Virginia. A Room of One’s Own. The Norton Anthology of
English Literature. Ed. M. H. Abrams, et al. 7th ed.
Vol. 2. New York: Norton, 2000. 2153-2214. Print.

(In the first example, the words in the quotation marks are the title of the short
anthologized work, while the words in italics are the title of the anthology. But
in the second example, the anthologized work itself, A Room of One’s Own, is a
long work requiring italics. Note that it is important to give inclusive page num-
bers for works quoted from anthologies, as you see in these examples (“1287-92"
and “2153-2214"). For further discussion and additional examples, see the MLA
Handbook, 5.5.6 and 5.5.14.)

You may also have occasion to refer to the editorial apparatus
(e.g., introductions) in an anthology. The proper format for such
an entry is as follows:

Maus, Katharine Eisaman. Introduction. The Tragedy of King
Richard II. By William Shakespeare. The Norton
Shakespeare. Ed. Stephen Greenblatt, et al. New York: W.
W. Norton, 1997. 943-50. Print.

“Edmund Spenser.” The Norton Anthology of English Literature.
Ed. M. H. Abrams, et al. 7th ed. Vol. 1. New York:
Norton, 2000. 614-16. Print.

(Here “Edmund Spenser” is not the author but the title of the anonymous intro-
duction to the selection of Edmund Spenser’s works. Authored introductions com-
bine the logic of the MLA Handbook sections 5.5.6 and 5.5.8.)

The basic entry for an article in a scholarly journal:

Piper, Andrew. “Rethinking the Print Object: Goethe and the
Book of Everything.” PMLA 121.1 (2006): 124-38. Print.

(Here “121" is the volume number of the journal and “1” is the issue number;
“124-38" are the page numbers for the article. For further discussion and addi-
tional examples, see the MLA Handbook, 5.4.2.)




The entry for an article from a Norton Critical Edition would have
the following format:

Bezanson, Walter E. “Moby-Dick: Work of Art.” Moby-Dick. By
Herman Melville. Ed. Harrison Hayford and Hershel
Parker. New York: Norton, 1992. 651-71. Print.

Web Sources

The Web can be a convenient way to find valid academic sources that also
exist in print. It can also provide useful information that does not exist in print,
through scholarly journals published only on the Web or on websites. But it also
contains vast amounts of unverifiable, biased, or inaccurate information. Often,
then, the Web is not your best source for academic information. When you do
use the Web, remember that it is especially important to evaluate an online
source for validity and reliability. For guidelines on evaluating sources, see
www.newpaltz.libguides.com/websiteevaluation.

Publication in an online database of a periodical that previously
existed in print:

Chan, Evans. “Postmodernism and Hong Kong Cinema.” Postmodern
Culture 10.3 (2000): n. pag. Project Muse. Web. 5 June
2008.

(Here, the publication information for the print periodical is followed by the title
of the database, medium of publication consulted (“Web"”), and date of access
(day, month, year); “n. pag.” indicates that the periodical does not indicate page
numbers in this online format. For further discussion and additional examples, see
the MLA Handbook, 5.6.4.)

Scholarly journal published only on the web:

Landauer, Michelle. “Images of Virtue: Reading, Reformation
and the Visualization of Culture in Rousseau’s La nou-
velle Héloise.” Romanticism on the Net 46 (2007): n. pag.
Web. 8 Nov. 2007.

For further discussion and additional examples, see the MLA Handbook, 5.6.3.)




Website:

”

Green, Joshua. “The Rove Presidency. The Atlantic.com.

Atlantic Monthly Group, Sept. 2007. Web. 15 May 2008.

(Here, after the author and title of the work, “The Atlantic.com” is the title of
the overall website, “Atlantic Monthly Group” is the publisher, “Sept. 2007” is the
original publication date, and “15 May 2008” is the date of access. For additional
examples, see the MLA Handbook, 5.6.2.)

Other Common Sources

Film or video recording:

When citing a film, give italicized title, director, distributor, year of release, and
medium consulted. You may choose to include other information, such as perform-
ers or screenplay writers.

It’s a Wonderful Life. Dir. Frank Capra. Perf. James Stewart,
Donna Reed, Lionel Barrymore, and Thomas Mitchell. RKO,
1946. Film.

If you are consulting a DVD or videocassette of the recording rather than the actu-
al film, however, you must list the re-release date after the original release date,
along with the type of medium consulted, as below, where “1946" is the original
release date and “2001" is the release date of the DVD. For further information
consult the MLA Handbook 5.7.3.

It’s a Wonderful Life. Dir. Frank Capra. Perf. James Stewart,
Donna Reed, Lionel Barrymore, and Thomas Mitchell. 1946.
Republic, 2001. DVD.

Performance:

Heartbreak House. By George Bernard Shaw. Dir. Robin Lefevre.
Perf. Philip Bosco and Swoosie Kurtz. Roundabout Theatre
Company. Amer. Airlines Theatre, New York. 1 Oct. 2006.

Performance.

After title, author, director, and performers of the play, list site of the perfor-
mance (usually theater and city, as here, “Amer. Airlines Theatre, New York"”), date
of performance (“1 Oct. 2006"), and indication that you are citing a performance.
For further information consult the MLA Handbook 5.7.4.




Interview:

Lansbury, Angela. Interview. Off-Camera: Conversations with

the Makers of Prime-Time Television. By Richard Levinson
and William Link. New York: Plume-NAL, 1986. 72-86.

Print.

Begin with the name of the person interviewed, and list the interviewer(s) after
the title of the larger publication if that information is relevant to your research. If
the interview does not carry its own title, call it “Interview.” For further informa-
tion consult the MLA Handbook 5.7.7.
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Before You Hand in Your

Paper: A Brief Checklist

On the opposite page is an example of a checklist you can use to make
sure that the final product you are handing in to your instructor is your
best work. Remember, too, that you should add your own personal
categories at the bottom of this list (e.g., paragraph transitions, extra-
neous commas, sentence variety, or other areas for which you person-
ally might need extra attention).




[J Have | titled my essay? Have | tried to make the title say something impor-
tant about the paper and invite the reader into the discussion? Is my title
more than just blandly descriptive? Do not underline, italicize, or quote
your own title.

[ Have | included my name, the class, the professor, and the date (along
with any other information relevant to the particular assignment)?

[ Do | have a clear, provocative thesis?

[] Does my introduction introduce the main ideas of the essay and lead
smoothly into the thesis statement?

O Do my supporting paragraphs support my main argument? Have | chosen
appropriate textual evidence and discussed it adequately?

[0 Do my supporting paragraphs form a logical and integrated sequence of
points?

[] Does my conclusion actually close, rather than merely summarize, the
paper?

[1 Have | followed MLA standards for font, page formatting, numbering,
and quotations?

[ Do | have a Works Cited page, formatted according to MLA standards?
Have | included all works cited in the paper?

[ Have | acknowledged and properly cited all sources, both print and elec-
tronic?

[ Have | spell-checked and proofread the paper?

O O0Oo0o0o0oo0oaoqgonoaao







Appendix: Sample Essays

This section contains five sample essays. Each one is a real paper written by a student
for an actual course in the Department of English here at SUNY New Paltz.

We enclose these papers for several reasons:

(1 All five are correctly formatted according to MLA standards: they are titled, they
contain the necessary identifying information (author, course, professor, date),
they have page numbers, and they conclude with a Works Cited list.

1 All five authors are attentive to language. Not only do these essays provide
careful examinations of the play of language in the works they discuss, but the
essays themselves are well written: they show care in word choice and phrasing,
in paragraphing and organization, and in the smooth, logical integration of evi-
dence.

(] All these papers demonstrate some of the approaches and techniques that we
have emphasized in the pages of Standards and Style. You should take time to
look carefully at how these student authors focus on a central argument, how
they cite and discuss evidence, and how they conclude their discussions.

(] Finally, we hope that these essays can become topics of discussion in classrooms.
There are many nuances (such as transitions, sentence rhythms, choice of titles,
and so forth) that could be discussed in detail.

The paper by Dannielle Douglas is a comparison-contrast discussion submitted for
a 200-level course. Her essay is a thoughtful and imaginative analysis of two modern
prose works.

The essays by Karen Blovat and Jeanmarie Evelly were written, respectively, for
a 400-level and a 300-level course. Both are very successful examples of “response
papers” to a single work of literature; they are essays submitted before class discus-
sion of the works in question. Both are close readings of narrative verse.

The essay by Jason Hinkley was a response to a mid-term test. It is a medium-length
discussion of three different heroes from the English literary tradition, using a theo-
retical observation by Northrop Frye concerning the nature of heroism. His essay cites
works in verse.

The paper by David Alfieri was a response to a take-home final examination in a 400-
level course. It is a thematic discussion of eighteenth-century fiction and non-fiction
prose that covers a great deal of ground without resorting to over-generalization.
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