Critical Analysis

So, you have to write a critical analysis. It is a chore for some, a joy for others--and everyone has to do at least one. What is a critical analysis? Is it like the standard essay paper students are taught to write? What should go into a critical analysis paper? These questions will be answered in this handout.

It must be kept in mind, however, that in critical analysis one looks both analytically and critically at fiction or other forms and makes an argument about its meaning. What follows is a discussion of what the words "critical" and "analysis" actually mean.

What does "analysis" mean?
Analysis will make up most of the body of the paper. It is helpful to look at analysis as "decoding". Authors rarely say what they mean in a straightforward, obvious way, but they are trying to communicate with readers nonetheless. In doing so they use a variety of tools to enrich their purpose, tools such as character, setting, symbol, etc. These tools are the elements of fiction, and they make up a "code". Analysis means literally picking a story apart--separating out the characters, the plot, the imagery, the setting, and so on, from one another in order to get a look at how they work together to get a theme across to a reader. By doing this, one decodes the story. These can be mysterious and confusing to the beginner. However, with practice, a reader can learn to unravel the code.

After stating one's idea about the theme of the story in the thesis statement, one must prove one's idea, and this follows in the body of the paper. One proves the thesis through analysis; analysis usually looks something like this: give a thesis for your paper (the thesis is the point of your argument); make a series of assertions supporting your thesis (these can consist of the topic sentences of your paragraphs), find evidence from the text or material that you’re writing about that supports your assertions, and explicate the evidence in light of the assertions you have made (these make up the supporting details of your paragraphs).

The following is one example of analysis, and it proves the first part of the thesis statement.

Next, supply evidence for the assertion.
What does “critical” mean?"
Besides analysis, the other important aspect of the critical analysis paper is the "critical" part. The critical evaluation of a work is often best saved for the conclusion of the paper, though it doesn't have to be. To criticize means to judge the merits and the faults of a story. What has the author, or in this case the advertisers, done well, and what has he or she done less well? Has he or she successfully demonstrated the theme? 
The above analysis has focused on one character and her thoughts and behavior; however, one does not have to write only about character. In fact, there are really very few rules to follow in writing a critical analysis. One can write an analysis devoted exclusively to a writer's use of any one element or device present in fiction. One can write an analysis by talking about a combination of elements. This is because every story is different, and writers use different elements in different ways for different reasons. 
Thus it is really up to the writer of a critical paper to decide what is important in an individual story and why it is important enough to be written about.
However, critical analysis papers should focus on a theme or a set of themes. Any writer invents characters, uses certain kinds of imagery, describes certain settings for specific reasons, and this usually has to do with an overall theme. Any main point made in a critical analysis paper should relate back to a theme, so the question of "why" a character, image or symbol appears should always be kept in mind. What is the writer's point? How does an element relate to a story's basic message?
The following questions should be helpful in the prewriting phase of a critical analysis paper:

· What is this story saying to the reader? What is the theme? One must decide what the main idea of the story is and express it in a single sentence which can become the thesis statement of the paper. 

· How does the story get its theme across to the reader? This is the "analysis" part of the paper. Here the writer looks at the elements of the story and relates them to its meaning; he tells how things happen, but, more importantly, he tells why they happen as they do. What literary elements stand out as important? Why has the author chosen a particular image, setting, sequence of events, etc., to express his theme? The writer should make a list of all elements and jot down how they are used in the story. He should then decide which are most important to the story's meaning. 

· How can this story be evaluated? This is the "critical" part of the paper and will serve well in its conclusion. Making a judgment means one has the opportunity to talk back, in a sense, to the author--one tells whether he did a good job or not, and why. Making a judgment about a story usually involves answering one or more of the following questions: Has the author successfully gotten his point (theme) across? Why or why not? Do all the elements of the story or ad work together to produce a clear, unified meaning? Does this work have merit, and if so, why? Is this a "great" story or ad or a "good" one according to Laurence Perrine's (of Structure, Sound, and Sense) criteria? Is the story universal--that is, could anyone from any country, from any era read it and get the same meaning from it and find it valuable? Why or why not? Is the author fair in his version of reality or does he have a bias--that is, is he predisposed to having certain opinions of particular people, customs, kinds of behavior? Could his or her being American, French, African, male, female, white, black, rich, poor, etc. have an effect on the way he or she views the world? Are his portraits of characters, places, and events truly insightful or does the author rely on simple stereotypes? 
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