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Preface

If you are studying literature—whether at school, college or university—
you will have to write essays. Those essays may take the form of exam
answers, coursework projects or in some cases a longer dissertation, but
they all have something in common. Each is meant to be difficult. If you
don’t find writing your essays difficult then something is wrong, since your
teachers have set those eséays largely because they expect you to learn from
confronting difficulty. This book should help you to identify the difficulties
presented by essay-writing and to work productively with them.

Being a good writer of an essay on literature means being a good reader,
one who is able to make discoveries about a literary text. It also means
being able to organise your time efficiently, so you can make the best use
of the inevitably limited time you have available. Beyond these two skills,
however, you also need to have a set of more specialised strategies for how
to write; it is these strategies that this book should help you develop.

But why work on strategies that need to be learned and practised, rather
than relying on your own individual creativity? After all, literary studies as a
discipline has always been strongly committed to subjectivity and
individuality; and an idiosyncratic essay may deserve to be rewarded far
more than one which is clear and competent but lacks distinctive flair.
(Many writers have discussed how the aims and methods of literary studies

reflect values that vary between different places and times; and we ourselves
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have done so in otherbooks which complement this one, including the
practical guide Montgomery, Durant, Fabb, Furniss and Mills, Ways of
Reading ;: Advanced reading skills for students of English literature. ) It is an
understandable reservation to be reluctant to nail down your interest in
reading with rules for writing; but there is a reason to work on essay-V\;riting
strategies nevertheless: that even the most individual work—or perhaps
especially the most individual work—builds on and refers to established
conventions ; you need to understand what those established conventions are
if you are to work with (or against) them without being dominated or
marginalised by them.

How to Write Essays and Dissertations ; A Guide for English Literature
Students is intended to be enabling rather than prescriptive. We recognise
that it would be impossible to predict all the possible ways a good essay
could be put together, and that prescriptive rules for writing risk inhibiting
originality, stifling imaginative involvement in literature, cramping your
style and turning literary study into a production line of variations on the
same basic model. So instead of trying to tell you what to do, we offer
ideas, models and suggestions to be used only where you judge them to be
preferable to what you have done in the past or tend to do at present.
Practical advice of this kind, and your reading of the examples we discuss,
should enable you to benefit from norms and conventional devices without
crushing your individual writing talents. Throughout, we emphasise how
you might adapt our suggestions for your own purposes.

In the fifteen units which follow, we work through the process of writing
an essay or dissertation step by step. For each essential task, from grasping
the point of a question or formulating your own topic through to handing in
a completed piece of work, we offer guidelines based on our experience as
teachers and examiners and reflect on the assumptions and difficulties of
particular techniques we introduce. We also give detailed commentary on

extracts we have chosen to illustrate strengths and weaknesses of different

ii
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ways of tackling each aspect of essay writing.

The examples we use to illustrate essay-writing strategies—both effective
strategies and less effective ones—are taken from a range of levels of work;
school ‘A’ Level essays, undergraduate coursework essays, projects and
examination scripts. Occasionally we have also taken examples from
postgraduate work to illustrate a particular point. Some of the writers whose
work we discuss are native speakers of English; others are not (they are so-
called ‘ non-native speakers’ ). The wide range of these sources reflects
our view that many of the same basic problems are faced in writing literary
essays at each level. Much of what we say should therefore be relevant
whether you are preparing to write a short exam essay or doing postgraduate
research. And although our examples are taken from courses and student
research in English Literature, most of what we say is applicable to writing
essays on literature in other languages, as well as to courses in cultural
studies, media studies, art history and other humanities fields. The
conventions and strategies we outline apply in all courses where essays of
literary or cultural analysis are written in English.

Many of the essays we quote from, it should be remembered, are
unfinished; and some examples have been taken from first drafts.
Numerous errors remain in these extracts, both in those written by native
speakers and in those written by non-native speakers. This is often exactly
why the extracts are useful for our purposes. For reasons of space and
continuity, however, we only comment on those features in any extract that
are relevant to the particular topic under discussion. We are not
recommending that you should imitate other features of the extracts simply
because we have not discussed them.

Our wish in writing the first edition of this book, over ten years ago, was
to address two difficulties we commonly met with in the different groups of
students we were teaching. One difficulty was the range of reactions, from

frustration through to depression, experienced by many students of
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literature when contemplating a blank page or an essay deadline. The other
was the widespread underachievement of students who read and discuss
literary works in interesting and original ways in class, but whose written
work made little impression on examiners not personally acquainted with the
writer. Ten years on, neither problem is any less common, and in this
second edition we continue to address these same basic difficulties. But we
have also tried to incorporate lessons from the new ways in which the same
underlying, general difficulties are experienced by students now. So as well
as updating the book generally, we have taken this opportunity to consider
fresh essay-writing challenges presented by changing forms of assessment,
use of word-processing as the principal means of writing and editing, and

extensive use of internet materials,
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