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Close Reading

What is it? No, close reading doesn't involve holding the book an inch and a half from your eyes. It's a method of paying close attention to details in a piece of literature, and systematically explaining what you find. If you've ever taken a film or art history class, you'll probably notice that close reading is similar to the visual analysis used there: it just deals with words instead of images. It also has certain similarities to scientific observation, in spite of obvious differences in the things you're looking at and the conventional ways of communicating what you see.

Most of the writing assignments in this class (and in many other writing classes that involve responding to texts) will require you to do close reading; class discussion and the essays will also build on close reading skills. So, how do you do it? A good way to start is with the six classic journalist's questions: 
· Who's doing or saying something? 
· What are they doing or saying, and what's happening around them? 
· When are they doing or saying it? 
· Where? 
· Why? 
· How? 

We'll also be interested in an additional question: What's the effect of all this on you as a reader? 

Take notes as you read, thinking about these questions. Just as importantly, take notes about things that confuse you or seem unusual. You certainly don't have to have definitive answers or notice everything about a work. In many cases, definitive answers are impossible, and noticing everything is definitely impossible. Besides, readings and class discussions (not to mention papers, which we'll discuss later) are quite a bit more interesting if everyone is not saying the same thing!

Here's an example of a close reading of the first few stanzas of Langston Hughes' "Ballad of the Landlord". (Hughes was a black American poet who lived from 1902-1967.) We won’t be reading poetry in this class, but in many ways, it’s easier to practice close reading with poetry than with prose, because you’re much more aware of the fact that the author has chosen to write in a particular style.
 
The Ballad of the Landlord

Landlord, landlord,
My roof has sprung a leak.
Don't you 'member I told you about it
Way last week?				(4)

Landlord, landlord,
These steps is broken down.
When you come up yourself
It's a wonder you don't fall down.		(8)

Ten Bucks you say I owe you?
Ten Bucks you say is due?
Well, that's Ten Bucks more'n I'll pay you
Till you fix this house up new.		(12)

What? You gonna get eviction orders?
You gonna cut off my heat?
You gonna take my furniture and
Throw it in the street?			(16)

Um-huh! You talking high and mighty.
Talk on-till you get through.
You ain't gonna be able to say a word
If I land my fist on you.			(20)

Police! Police!
Come and get this man!
He's trying to ruin the government
And overturn the land!			(24)

Copper's whistle!
Patrol bell!
Arrest.
Precinct Station.				(28)
Iron cell.
Headlines in press:
Man Threatens landlord
Tenant Held Bail				(32)
Judge Gives Negro 90 Days In County Jail! 

"The main voice in the poem is that of the tenant, who, as the last line tells us, is black. The tenant is characterized by his informal, nonstandard speech. He uses slang ("Ten Bucks"), contracted words ('member, more'n), and nonstandard grammar ("These steps is broken down"). This colloquial English suggests the tenant's separation from the world of convention, represented by the formal voices of the police and the press, which appear later in the poem.

Although the tenant uses nonstandard English, his argument is organized and logical. He begins with a reasonable complaint and a gentle reminder that the complaint is already a week old: "My roof has sprung a leak. / Don't you 'member I told you about it / Way last week?"  In the second stanza, he appeals diplomatically to the landlord's self-interest: "These steps is broken down. / When you come up yourself/ It's a wonder you don't fall down" (6-8). In the third stanza, when the landlord has responded to his complaints with a demand for rent money, the tenant becomes more forceful, but his voice is still reasonable: "Ten Bucks you say is due? / Well, that's ten bucks more than I'll pay you / Till you fix this house up new" (10-12).

The fourth stanza marks a shift in the tone of the argument. At this point the tenant responds more emotionally to the landlord's threat to evict him. By the fifth stanza, the tenant has unleashed his anger: "Um-huh! You talking high and mighty" (17). Hughes uses an exclamation point for the first time; the tenant is raising his voice at last. As the argument gets more heated, the tenant finally resorts to the language of violence: "You ain't gonna be able to say a word / If I land my fist on you" (19-20).  These are the last words the tenant speaks in the poem. Perhaps Hughes wants to show how black people who threaten violence are silenced."

(from Diana Hacker, Bedford Handbook for Writers, 5th edition, p. 663-667)
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Paraphrase vs. Close Reading

Both paraphrases and close readings are important components of academic writing. Paraphrases summarize passages, and are useful for providing your audience with context about a section of a text which you are about to analyze. In academic writing, you will rarely, if ever, summarize a whole text, or even a whole chapter, to include in an argumentative essay – instead, you will often use paraphrases to help set the grounds for your analysis and interpretation. (Note, however, that you may be asked to produce a paraphrase of a larger section of text (e.g., Plato, the Apology, 23a-e) as a shorter writing assignment.) Close readings are more likely to be used as a focus point in argumentative essays – after all, a close reading is your interpretation – your argument that a passage should be read in a certain way, and that it contains a certain meaning.

The explanation of the storm raging within the individual, and between him and his surroundings is not far to seek. The primitive man, unable to understand his being, much less the unity of all life, felt himself absolutely dependent on blind, hidden forces ever ready to mock and taunt him. Out of that attitude grew the religious concepts of man as a mere speck of dust dependent on superior powers on high, who can only be appeased by complete surrender. All the early sagas rest on that idea, which continues to be the Leitmotiv of the biblical tales dealing with the relation of man to God, to the State, to society. Again and again the same motif: man is nothing, the powers are everything. Thus Jehovah would only endure man on condition of complete surrender. Man can have all the glories of the earth, but he must not become conscious of himself. The State, society. and moral laws all sing the same refrain: Man can have all the glories of the earth, but he must not become conscious of himself. (17)

Paraphrase: Goldman offers a condensed account of individual/societal conflict from ancient to contemporary eras, focusing on the relations of power and dependence between man and higher powers. Traditionally, these relations emphasize the powerlessness of humans in contrast to omnipotent supreme beings who demand human obeisance. Goldman sees this idea recurring throughout numerous creation/origin myths and sagas, and interprets it as a requirement for men to remain unconscious of their own potential, and therefore, dependent on appeasing more powerful deities, of which the most familiar is the Judeo-Christian Jehovah; and she identifies the higher powers of the State and Society as parallel contemporary higher powers.

Close readings can resemble paraphrases – they include some of the same elements. One major difference is that a close reading is much more likely to contain the writer’s direct and explicit commentary on the way that an author is treating a subject. It would be a little unusual to use a paraphrase and a close reading of the same passage in the same paper – more likely, the paraphrase would be of the passage that came before the section that the writer planned to close read. However, do not underestimate the value of the paraphrase: for writers, especially those who are new to a particular author or text, writing a paraphrase, and starting to see precisely what an author is doing, is an important prewriting activity for producing a close reading.


Close Reading: By characterizing the conflict between individual and society as a storm, Goldman alludes to the difficulty in examining what caused it: most people confronted by a downpour either run for cover or pull out their umbrellas rather than wonder what caused a particular bout of thunder and rain. This tendency to seek shelter instead of understanding is, according to Goldman, a primary cause for humans to turn to religious belief. Her language emphasizes human powerlessness in contrast to divine omnipotence suggests that human capability has been falsely minimized (to that of “a speck of dust”). Perhaps the real danger is how pervasive this minimization is – if it is a universal idea, then it is especially difficult to escape, or, like a storm, difficult to investigate and think critically about. Goldman acknowledges more optimistic interpretations, such as the biblical perspective that “the glories of the earth” were made for humans to have dominion over, but reminds her readers that there is a conditional requirement: they must always see themselves as being at the mercy of a higher power. The effect, Goldman will argue, is to limit men and women from seeking to develop and improve themselves and their lives, and to discourage them from pursuing any change to tradition or the status quo, whether in regards to their relationship with god or government.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Explains why the choice to use the storm metaphor is significant.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Signpost underscoring the fact that Goldman is interpreting human action.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Interpretation that Goldman sees the storm in terms of cause and effect.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Interpretation calls attention to the way that Goldman sees human individuals as having been deceived about their own capabilities.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Interpretation, based on the absolute language that Goldman is using “all,” “again and again,” supposes that the universality of this belief is an important part of the problem – and draws a connection between this problem and the metaphor of the storm.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Signpost calls attention to the way that Goldman is showing her consideration of opposing viewpoints.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Interpretation explicitly states that Goldman is writing about a conditional bargain, and identifies the conditions.	Comment by Paige Morgan: Signpost calling attention to the result (not the main point, but a major point that previous points have lead up to)	Comment by Paige Morgan: Interpretation starts to branch outwards towards the rest of the essay, in preparation to transition to another passage, or aspect of the essay that needs discussion.
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