Close Reading

Close reading is a technique used in the understanding of texts that places primary important upon close scrutiny of the text itself, making sense of a text by paying extremely careful attention to its form, diction, progression, and voice.  The language of a given text expresses a great deal of information, not only in the literal expression of the words on the page but also by the manner in which the words are arranged, the ordering of points, and the choice of words and phrases with particular connotations or associations.  When engaging in close reading it is imperative that you read with pen in hand, making careful note of everything that strikes you as significant, arresting, intriguing, or odd.  Only once we have a complete understanding of how a text operates on a sentence level can we responsibly begin to make broader claims about its larger themes or methods.  As you know, this is particularly true of understanding satire.  Here is a basic list of some elements in a text that a good close reading should pay attention to:

· Diction - The specific word choice a writer makes can communicate quite a bit.  Since the English language has a large vocabulary, we can usually choose from among several words that have the same basic meaning (elderly, aged, and old for example).  But notice that very few synonyms have exactly the same shade of meaning: one can be formal, while another is more euphemistic, familiar, sophisticated, or judgmental.  Diction can go a long way toward creating a particular tone, and is closely related to the notion of a piece’s speaker.

· Speaker - Who is doing the talking in a particular text?  What is his or her attitude toward the subject discussed?  How can you tell?  What do we learn about the speaker as the piece progresses?  Is it more than she or he might seem to intend?  Can you tell how reliable or unreliable the speaker’s account is?  Every text has a speaker, and it can be very useful to keep careful track of what that speaker is like.  Some speakers, like the one who tells the Iliad, aren’t present enough to inform much of a reading, but some speakers are absolutely essential to their respective texts, especially in works of satire.

· Structure - How do the ideas and themes of a text present themselves as the narrative unfolds?  Are there any sudden changes or complications as new ideas appear?  Are there any early hints that suggest a significant complication is coming (are you taken by surprise when A Modest Proposal suggests that year-old children are nutritious)?  Taking careful note of how a piece unfolds is of great use in understanding how it works: sudden shifts have serious implications for what a text means, as do those that have been suggested beforehand.

· Irony - Related to structure, this is likely to be very important to any discussion of satire: where do you see some kind of tension in a text, between what is being said and what seems to be meant or between what happens and what you suspect might happen?  How do you know how to take such things?  Satirists often use some kind of underlying tension to let you know what their actual rhetorical aims are and what the object of their criticism is, and finding specific sites where that tension becomes apparent is essential.

· Figurative language and rhetorical devices - Pay attention to any similes, metaphors, symbols, allusions, or otherwise intriguing images.  Do any recur, or do any share certain qualities?  Do they express a common attitude?  How do they work with other aspects of the text to make meaning?             
Performing a Close Reading: The Onion and You
Decide between your partner and yourself on two articles you’d like to focus on, then answer the following questions for each:

1. How would you characterize the tone of the piece?  Do the articles share the same tone?  What specific words or phrases let you know the speaker’s tone?  What is the most significant word in the article?  Why?  Be prepared to defend your choice vigorously.

2. Satire in specific and humor in general, although not the same thing, often share the employment of irony for rhetorical effect.  What is the underlying tension in each article?  Is it between what is being said and the manner in which it is being said?  Between what a speaker intends to say and what he or she actually says?  Between what you have reason to suspect will happen and what actually happens?  Does that tension appear by means of a sudden turn, or is it present from the start?  What is your very first clue as to what that tension might be?  Is it also the most important?

3. What sentence is most essential to understanding each article?  Why do you think so?  You should also be prepared to argue vigorously for this selection.

4. Would you consider either article to be an example of satire?  What elements are present that you would consider characteristic of satire?  Are there any elements essential to good satire that are absent?  What is being satirized?  Note here that I am attempting to trick you into formulating a definition of satire with reference to a specific problematic example, so be prepared to offer up a provisional definition of satire as well as some brief comments as to how your articles measure up.
