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Writing a Literary Analysis 

______________________ 
 

 In an explication of a short story or a poem, the paper explores a topic, theme, or motif, relies on 

principles of a specific literary theory, and reinforces its points through research.  

  

Part One: Proposal 
 

Throughout the semester at least one text has appealed to you for some reason, and it’s always best to write 

about a text that you like rather than one that didn’t hold your interest. For your proposal, write a developed 

paragraph that identifies the author, title, and genre of the piece that you will be analyzing. In your own words, 

paraphrase the entire text in a sentence or two. Then, make a statement that includes what you want to 

investigate and implies your chosen literary theory. With your MLA heading, a tentative title, and double-

spaced text, the proposal should be one full page.  

 

For example, a student could write an essay dealing with the destructive impact of sibling rivalry on the family 

structure in “Why I Live at the P.O.”  The introduction and thesis statement might be phrased in the following 

manner:  

 

In “Why I Live at the P.O.,” Eudora Welty illustrates a typical Southern family from the point of view of 

Sister, whose jealousy causes her to move out of the house and into the post office where she works. Her 

jealousy focuses on her little sister Stella Rondo, who seems to steal everyone’s attention. Welty shows 

that when sisters compete against each other, the tension is often psychological rather than physical, 

damaging the chances for a friendship to develop later in life. While this short story is humorous, its 

serious undertones reveal the psychological warfare that occurs within sibling rivalry.  

 

The paper would then describe the relationship of the sisters in the short story, cite well-chosen excerpts from 

the text, and analyze how the sibling rivalry affects the whole story. In a subsequent draft, the paper would 

support all claims about family psychology through adequate outside research and through psychoanalytic 

literary theory. 

 

Part Two: Explication 
 

An explication is basically an explanation of a literary text based on your interpretation. For the purposes of 

this stage of the assignment, follow these directions: 

 

1)   Go through the text systematically, finding textual evidence to support your interpretation. Always 

explain the quoted text in your own words and connect it to your thesis. Cite the source accordingly: 
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page numbers from the Meyer textbook for fiction and line numbers for poems. See the sample papers 

in our textbook for examples of these citations. 

2)  Examine any supportive literary devices and explain their context and connection to your thesis. 

3)  Conclude with a point that reiterates and provides the implications of your thesis, the “so what?” part of 

your analysis. 

 

Observe the following standards of analytical writing about literature: 

 

• Follow MLA format for the structure of your papers (See Bb: Research Paper).   

• Observe all standards of academic writing, including careful editing and the avoidance of first- and 

second-person pronouns (I, me, my, you, your). Also, don’t refer to “the reader” since it takes the focus 

away from the text.  

• Always use present-tense verbs when discussing the events in a literary text. Quote poem titles (e.g., 

“Dover Beach”) and short story titles (e.g., “Popular Mechanics”); do not use underlining or italics.  

• Edit and proofread carefully and conscientiously. 

• Aim for five to six pages.  

• Submit an electronic version as a Safe Assignment and turn in a hard copy at the beginning of the class 

period on the due date.  

 

Part Three: Bibliography 
 

While an explication shows your interpretation of a literary text, research adds a component to your 

interpretation that allows you to acknowledge others’ interpretations and ideas that may support or challenge 

your ideas.  

 

The key to doing literary research is to start early. Your bibliography should contain a total of ten secondary 

and one primary source: at least eight scholarly articles of secondary literary criticism, at least one theory 

source, at least one book, and your primary text. Go to the library and search scholarly articles on each of these 

databases: JSTOR, Project Muse, and Academic Search Premier. On the research guide, you’ll see a location 

where  you can search for books, and you should use the Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory & Criticism 

database for your theory source. Do not use the free Internet. For articles, follow these steps: 

 

• Choose “Advanced Search.” Click “Article” and add a date to limit your results (preferably, all of your 

sources should be after 1995).  

• In the above example of Eudora Welty’s short story “Why I Live at the P.O.,” a student could search the 

EKU Library databases with some combination of the following key words: the author’s name, the title 

of the text, sibling rivalry, Southern literature, and/or psychology.  
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• Sift through the results and be prepared to skim the full text of the articles to decide the applicability of 

the research to your topic. Also, be sure to use only scholarly literary criticism, not sources from other 

disciplines or from magazines. 

 

Your bibliography must appear as a Works Cited page, and each citation must follow MLA style (see OWL at 

Purdue University for examples from the 2009 updated version).  

 

Because you will need to turn in the pages of the articles that your final paper cites, it’s a good idea to print the 

articles or download the PDF versions of the articles onto your hard drive or onto a portable storage device. 

 

Part Four: Final Paper 
 

For your final version of the paper, you will need to revise your explication based on my comments and 

enhance the analysis by using a literary theory. Your choice of theory should complement your original idea. 

Throughout the paper, smoothly incorporate ideas from literary theory and from your other secondary sources.  

 

Quote any use of another person’s words and support all quotations within a sentence. Immediately after 

quoting the source, paraphrase the source and connect the information to your thesis. For example, the paper 

about Welty’s short story could contain a portion like the following: 

 

Sister needs full control of every situation, as Reine Dugas Bouton explains: “For Sister, authority seems 

to mean that one voice must be heard above all others, and that voice must be her own” (202). Sister 

resents Stella Rondo’s re-entry into the family, especially because Stella’s stories are new and 

vulnerable, while Sister’s daily routines at the post office are safe and predictable. Sister can’t face such 

competition, and by moving into the storage room at her job, she can command the attention of her 

customers with stories about Stella-Rondo without her sister stealing the show.  

 

Sister’s essential separation from her family of origin, especially her father, allows Sister to grow 

socially but also inhibits her emotional development since she decorates the post office exactly as her 

childhood home, complete with “radio, sewing machine, book ends, ironing board, and that great big 

piano lamp” (Welty 342). These symbols of traditional femininity may cause Sister to regress 

emotionally, but psychologically, she strikes a healthy balance. A person who is able to retain the most 

important part of childhood memory, especially when connected with a healthy maternal bond, is also 

able to gain autonomy more sufficiently. Nancy Chodorow suggests, “Development and change have 

come to be modeled in terms of the mother-child relationship” (470). By mimicking the maternal parts 

of her upbringing and not the competitive parts involving her father, Sister enables herself to start over 

again and to establish her personal identity independently.  

 

In the above example, the research and theory are smoothly integrated with the paper’s thesis. Please also 

notice the sentence support, sources’ names, and citations. This type of integrated explication, theory, and 
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research should be employed throughout the paper, and it’s a good practice to cite from research twice per page 

(except for the introduction and conclusion).  

 

Follow the Model of Formal Argument handout (Bb: Research Paper) to organize the paper, which should 

include a logical structure and a section that refutes your ideas with at least one source that challenges your 

interpretation. The refutation should directly precede the conclusion.  

 

Submit your final paper in a two-sided folder, with your polished, final paper (eight to ten pages, not including 

the Works Cited) in the right side pocket.  The left side pocket needs to contain the following elements:  

 

• The copy of your original explication with my comments. 

• The copy of your bibliography with my comments. 

• The marked copy of your peer response.  

 

Along with your folder, you must also submit the final paper to Safe Assignments before it will be evaluated.   


