Westerberg, English 5-6

THE INTERPRETIVE ESSAY

I. The Essay as a Whole

The purpose of an essay is to argue a point.  In order to argue a point, you must first have one.  The point you are arguing is your THESIS STATEMENT.  Every essay must have a thesis.  If it doesn’t, it rambles because it isn’t attempting to argue anything specific.  Once you have declared your thesis, the body of your essay aims to prove that thesis.

II. The Introductory Paragraph.

Keep in mind that before sitting down with your essay, your reader most likely wasn’t already thinking of your topic (e.g. the similarities between Jay Gatsby and Willy Loman or how one’s environment affects his or her inner life).  Your job in the first paragraph is to orient your reader.  Ease him/her into the subject.  Make sure that if you are writing about a specific character in a specific novel, you let us know who that character is, what novel he/she is from, and who wrote the novel.  Once you have oh-so-tactfully introduced us to your train of thought, tell us what you are about to argue, i.e. tell us what your THESIS STATEMENT is.
III. The Body of the Essay

It takes many ideas and examples to prove a complex thought (i.e. a thesis statement).  Each idea or example warrants its own paragraph.

A. Claim/Topic Sentence- Begin each paragraph after your introduction with a claim.  This is an interpretation you made from reading a particular section of the text.  The claim is intended to help prove your thesis.

B. Evidence/Textual Detail- Support that claim with evidence.  This is the passage you read that gave you the idea to make the claim in the first place.

C.  Analysis/Commentary- Discuss the significance of the passage and the claim and how it helps prove your thesis.

The sum total of your claims should prove your thesis.  Remember, if you have four claims, you will have four body paragraphs.  (This does not include the introduction paragraph and the conclusion paragraph.)  Do not leave any claims out. 

When you have finished writing your essay, reread it and ask yourself if you proved your entire thesis.  If you didn’t, your claims are most likely off topic or missing altogether.

IV. The Conclusion Paragraph

The final paragraph of your essay ties everything together by restating your ideas and adding new insight.
