Close-Reading of a Text (from Ryan Wepler)


In 5-7 typed, double-spaced pages (12 point font), perform a close and analytical reading of Eugenides’ representation of some facet of gender in Middlesex.  As always, pay careful attention to your choice of topic.  Your topic should be narrow enough to allow you to read with a lot of depth and specificity in 5-7 pages.  Overall, I am interested in two major things (most succinctly summarized as thesis and motive).  First, I am interested in your ability to close read and extract themes and ideas that might not be clear to the superficial reader.  Second, I am interested in how meaningful you can make the presence of these themes to your reader, essentially your ability to show how these ideas are significant in some larger context.  As always, specificity will be especially important to your arguments.  I want you all to pay particularly close attention to Eugenides’ language.  Middlesex works well for close reading because, though elegant and lyrical, Eugenides’ prose seems rather colloquial; yet it is also full of hidden meaning.  


It is often common to assume that, since you aren’t often arguing against someone, you don’t have to answer an opponent’s objections when writing about literature.  This is completely false.  Literary scholars argue with one another about interpretations all the time.  While it is true that interpretations of literature aren’t about being right and wrong, other readers can still disagree with you.  When you are interpreting a passage in your paper, think about how someone else might interpret it.  Try to phrase your interpretation in a way that shows how it is more convincing than other possible interpretations.


If you are having trouble narrowing Eugenides’ representation of gender down to a manageable topic, you might consider looking at only one section of the book.  Another way to focus your topic might be to examine the way in which gender intersects with one of Eugenides’ other major themes.  Below are a few examples of possible paper topics.  In order to clarify your topic for yourself, you might consider turning it into a question before organizing an essay around it:

Gender and History

Gender and the Nation

Gender and Genetics

Gender and the Family/Mothers/Fathers/Siblings

Gender and Adolescence/Puberty

Gender and Perception

Gender and the Body

Gender and Compulsory Heterosexuality

Gender and Boundaries

Gender and Chaos

Gender and Religion

Gender and Sexuality

Gender and Assimilation/Immigration

Gender and Marriage

Gender and Racism

Gender and Middle Spaces

