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A Br1ef Introductln to the Essay

Advanced English Essay Writing . Theories & Applications is a
new type of a book that provides approaches to analyzing and interpre-
ting many kinds of texts, and to considering ways of thinking as well as
ways of writing. It is also a book filled with ideas , opportunities , bortuni-
ties, and suggestions for explorations and essays. In this chapter we lay
out some key terms and essential aspects of essay writing—clearheaded
definitions that will prepé.re you for the work that follows.

Our aim is to give you a clear sense of the fundamental underlying
concepts of writing essays. The book works beginning with a chapter
that presents the essentials of each type of thinking and writing( called
“patterns of inquiry,” or just “patterns,” throughout), and building

those patterns upon each other to create a fuller understanding.

The key terms evidence, idea, and essay suggest how the mind
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moves as it considers. a body of evidence, then turns to the creation of
an idea, and finally develops an essay to express and substantiate that i-
dea, or thesis.

Evidence

Evidence comes from the information you gather as jou investigate
a topic. As the information begins to make sense to you, as it begins to
suggest things to you, you will begin to converse with it, to let it play a-
round in your head. The evidence will eventually lead you to an idea for
your own essay.

You can find evidence for your essays from your reading ( including
written texts of all kinds—books, essays, journal articles, newspapers,
magazines ) , your observation (in the classroom or in the outside
world) , and your own experiences and the stories you construct from
them. Your aims is to use that evidence to develop an interesting idea
that you have drawn from it.

Advanced English Essay Writing : Theories & Applications pro-
vides bodies of evidence after every reading. These evidence have been
carefully selected for the ways in which each item relates to the others
and are surrounded by questions that will help you consider these inter-
relationships, but you will find much of the evidence on your own.
Sometimes evidence finds you, as when you see a picture that makes
you feel something you wish to express or makes you mad enough that
you want to clarify an idea for an audience. This is evidence in the first
sense—evidence that drives you to write. You will have to find other
types of evidence, often to support (or sometimes even to refute) a
growing idea or thesis. For more on the uses of evidence, see the ap-
pendix, “Finding Evidence and Documenting Sources,” in the back of
this book. -

Idea: Getting to the Heart of the Matter

An idea provides a theory about evidence. An idea is your sense of

what the evidence means, your explanation or interpretation of the facts

that you have gathered from various sources during your research. As an




interpreter, you will help your readers understand what the evidence
means. This meaning is rarely intuitively obvious to others; they will not
have studied it the way you have. Your readers depend on you to inter-
pret the evidence and explain its relationship to your idea. This explana-
tion will be given to them in the form of an essay.

As you search for ideas in the evidence, seek out disagreement ,
controversy, or areas where a consensus is needed. Within these ten-
sions, typically, is the core of an important matter—that which is really
at stake in the debate, or discussion, of your chosen topic. There you
will find many different perspectives to investigate. Somewhere at the
center of the controversy beats the heart of an idea that you can make
your own through analysis and reflection. This idea will be your own
reasoned perspective on the controversy—a perspective that has been
developed through a careful analysis of the gathered evidence.

You have at your disposal an array of writing and thinking strate-
gies, called paiterns of inquiry in this book. Because these patterns re-
present the fundamental ways that people think, they represent effective
ways not only of approaching subjects you intend to write about, but also
of organizing your thoughts in writing so that your readers will under-
stand.
® Analysis. An act of taking something apart and putting it back to-
gether as a way of deepening our understanding of it.

@ Description. An act of translation, an attempt to take an object or an
experience from the visible, so — called real world into the mind, where
it is translated into words. |

@® Namation. An act of recording and ordering events, most often
chronologically—but not necessarily so.

® Illustration. An act of clarification and substantiation, an attempt to
clarify a concept or idea through examples.

® Classification. An act of organization by means of categorizing,

® Comparison and Contrast. An act of relating two or more things as a

way of understanding them.
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® Cause and Effect. An act of analyzing the reasons for events and
their consequences.
® Process Analysis. An act of explanation that relies on analysis with

narration to convey a continuous sequence in discrete steps.

- @ Definition. An act of clarification, an attempt to account for a con-

cept.
@ Argument. An act of empathy, an attempt to allow others to see how
evidence and idea are related in a particular way.

There patterns of inquiry are available to you as a writer as you ex-
amine a topic and begin to write about it. They will lead you to the dis-
covery of new, exciting ideas.

You know that you have a good idea when it attempts to resolve
such a controversy, when your readers say in response to the idea, “Tell
me more. I never thought of it that way until now. That’s really inter-
esting. ” You must bring the evidence to life by providing an explanation
of its meaning. This explanation constitutes your idea; without the idea,
there can be no essay.

Essay )

The word essay comes from the French verb essayer, which means
“to attempt” or “to try”. An essay, then, is a trial or an attempt to de-
velop an idea, work out its implications, and share it with others. The
form of the essay itself consists of three parts: a beginning (or introduc-
tion) , a middle (or body), and an end (or conclusion). Within that
three — part structure, an essayist makes an appeal to the readers’ inter-
ests, develops and supports an interesting idea, and provides a closing
perspective on both the subject and the work that has been done within
the essay. Essayists seek consensus; they aim to get their readers to see
as they see, to think as they think.

Essayists work along a spectrum of essays, ranging from the famil-
iar to the academic, from the less formal to the more formal. Familiar
essays depend primarily on stories of experience ; those stories constitute

the essay’s primary evidence. In these essays, the writer’ s stories of



experience reveal and substantiate the idea. The writer often appears in
these stories as a character named “I. ” But there is another “I” who is
actually assembling these stories and using them as evidence: the dis-
cerning, writing “1” who offers his or her perspective on the meaning of
the stories. In familiar essays, the development of the idea tends to be
digressive as that discerning writer works out the idea under the reader’
s direct gaze. ‘

More formal and traditional academic essays avoid use of the per-
sonal pronoun, omit experiential evidence, and offer a more detached
perspective. The primary evidence in these essays tends to be more
straightforward, somewhat more formal. The writer is, of course, also
present in these essays, but that presence manifests itself primarily
through the selection and ordering of evidence—both of which reflect the
writer’ s mind at work—and through the quality of the idea.

As different as these forms of the essays can be, they are, essen-
tially , very similar; each calls for the development of an interesting ide-
a, the use of substantial evidence to support that idea, and a rigorous a-
nalysis and explanation of the evidence. Each form of the essay requires
the presentation of evidence, its analysis, and a body of reflection that
makes clear to the reader just what the idea means. In each form of the
essay, the work of the writer’ s mind always takes place within that re-
stricting but enabling three — part structure — beginning, middle, and
end.

In the essays you write for your academic courses, you will usually
be expected to make your idea explicit and to provide a clear and logical
organization that is evident to your readers. On occasion, however, your
instructors may invite you to write other kinds of essays that are more ex-
ploratory, essays whose internal order mirrors the shape of your think-
ing, the movement of your mind at play with an idea. The goal in writ-
ing such an essay, as with the more traditional academic essay, is to
present, explore, explain, and substantiate an idea should give both
writer and reader something interesting to think about, and sometimes e-
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ven new ways of thinking about it.

Analysis

Because analysis is so crucial to understanding, writers learn to de-
pend on it, seeking over time to perfect and hone their analytical skills.
The clarity that results from good analytical work leads to considerations
about meaning and value. So the writer always faces a series of interpre-
tive tasks whether the focus is on a written text, a historical event, an art
object, or a moment of experience. The interpretive work, accompanied
by thoughtful and rigorous reflection, leads to a deeper understanding of
what has been analyzed, to ideas, and then to the exciting task of writing
about the discoveries.

As discussed in more detail in chapter 2 “ Analysis,” a writer ana-
lyzes as a way of understanding.

Analysis is primarily an effort on the part of a writer to study an ob-
ject — a book, a poém, a painting, a theory, a personality, a historical
event, a performénce , or a way of life—so that he or she can understand
something significant about that object and then develop an idea about it.

Writers use analysis first to understand and then to record and dem-
onstrate to readers what they have learned. The writing that accompanies
analysis, especially in the early stages, is a form of exploration, a joint
effort of the mind and the pen (or the keyboard) to learn something a-
bout the thing being studied. Later, writing preserves that analytical
spirit, revealing to the reader significant parts of the writer’ s learning
process, and shows the reader how the writer’ s thinking led to the idea
being presented about the object.

Analysis is the working companion of every form of persuasive writ-
ing. Each of the patterns of inquiry—description, narration, comparison
and contrast, classification, definition—depends on analysis to complete
its work. In concern with a particular pattern, analysis turns the mind of

the reader toward purpose, toward meaning. These patterns and analysis




conspire to reveal that a story has meaning, that an act of comparing and
contrasting is not done for its own sake, that definition serves a larger i-
dea. '

We investigate analysis in .isolation only to learn how to do it. But
after learning how to study an object, a subject, or even a descriptive
passage, the writer’ s primary task turns to using the information gleaned
from that analysis to the development of an idea or an essay. Analysis,
combined with other patterns, leads to sense — making, to the formula-
tion and development of those newfound ideas.

Interpretation & Reflection

Because every individual will analyze—or break down—any one
subject differently, the analytical act is also one of interpretation. Each
way that subject is broken down highlights different aspects of the subject
and therefore points to different meanings. Analyzing an apple, for exam-
ple, by looking at stem, its color, and the texture of its skin—all exter-
nal characteristics—tells nothing about what’ s on the inside, how the
apple tastes, or what you can do with it. The important work of analysis
is not only to break a subject down, but to tell something about it - to
interpret it — in the process.

The job of the analytical writer is to convey the results of the analy-
sis and the interpretation so that others not only understand what the ob-
ject under consideration means to the interpreter, but also how the inter-
preter explains and accounts for the interpretation. The discerning voice
of the writer is the voice of reflection. It is a kind of metavoice—medita-
ted and thoughtful—that makes sense of both analysis and interpretation,
reminding us that to reflect is to bend back, to create a new image of an
object. That reconstituted object amounts to an explanation and a revela-
tion of something the analyst has discovered. The new conception of the
object, resulting from the interpretive analysis, constitutes the idea that

leads to the essay.

A Bnef [ntroduction to the Essay
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