CLOSE READING OF A TEXT

Close Reading is a strategy for interpretation that helps you get more out of reading any text, but especially a literary or religious text. As such, this is a strategy that you can use profitably in any Humanities or Social Science course. Close reading is micro-reading. It is the attentive reading of short passages of a text by noting: word use, sentence structure, tone, recurring patterns and the overall argument. In doing a close readign you have to begin with the assumption that the author has intentionally used a certain word, image or structure—intentionally and not accidentally or mistakenly. It is then your job to explain why the author has made the choice he made. 

You can do a close reading or either a section of a text, or an entire novel, play or film. In doing a close reading forget about the meaning of the text; instead, focus on the argument that the author is creating and to show how that argument is being constructed.

Steps in close reading

First, read the entire work through without stopping. 

Now, go back and re-read the passage with a pencil in hand 

Questions to ask as you Reread

Diction: 
· If there are unfamiliar words, run to the dictionary, look them up. 

· A word often has multiple meanings. Write down all the meanings of a word. 

· Are familiar words used in strange, unconventional ways?

· Are words used metaphorically, if so what is the logic of the metaphors?

Syntax:

· Are the sentences constructed in unusual ways? 

· Is the subject clear? Who’s doing an action or saying something?

· Is the object clear? Who’s being acted upon or spoken to?

· Are the sentences long and flowing, short and choppy, complex or simple?

Repetitions, Patterns and Balance:

· Do things happen in patterns? Like one, two, and then, boom—the punchline?

· Are there sets of things or events that can be grouped together? If so, how?

· Does the passage begin with an image and end with the same one to create a balance?

Shifts and Changes:

· Does the action or patterning change at some point—abruptly, gradually?

· Does the diction and the syntax change in the text?

· These points of transition are important, mark them with a pencil. 

Tone

· Is the tone: passionate, frantic, grave, mocking, earnest, sarcastic, soothing..? 

· How do diction and syntax help create this tone? 

Closure:

· Does the text feel resolved? Has the action come full circle, loose threads tied up?

· If not, what would be needed to tie up the loose threads?

· What questions are you left with at the end of an open-ended text?

At this point in your close reading you should:

 have some answers to the questions in each of the above categories. 

Expect some unresolved answers.

At this point also you should be able to point to specific paragraphs and lines in supporting your answers. You should, for example, be able to say: “On the third paragraph, on page 99, the author suddenly shifts tone and stops talking in the voice of the main character and starts talking in the voice of an animal.”  You should be able to be very specific. 

Questions to ask After Rereading

The Argument

· Every text contains an argument for a position, as well as against a position. 

· Every text asks the reader to buy into this argument. 

· Literary and religious texts seldom lay out the argument in plain sight. 

· Academic articles and reports usually do, which is why they’re easier to read. 

· Your first job as a close reader is to identify the argument hidden in the text. 

· Your second job is to wrestle with the argument—you don’t have to buy it.

· You could simply agree or disagree with the argument, but how boring! 

· More interesting is to wrestle with the argument, to ask how it could be made better, what is convincing, or unconvincing, about it. 

· Arguments are seldom totally convincing or totally unconvincing—how would you flesh out the argument, has the argument been made before in your own culture?

Once you go through these 7 basic steps and reach the last step—wrestling with the argument--you are on your way to being a critical reader and interpreter.

