Tracing a Motif








Keen
Tracing a motif requires a thorough search for instances of an object, image, or phrase, and reorganization of selected instances into an argument. In a literary work, motifs are not large themes, such as the experience of death or the longing of love. They are small details that recur more than twice in a text (otherwise they may be random). When you trace a motif you can often use it to determine where change occurs in a story in terms of characterization, plot, or tone. 
If you write a motif paper, be sure to discuss that motif as an argument about the text. You don’t want to write a paper where each body paragraph includes one more instance of the use of a motif in the order it appeared in the text. Instead, choose an argument about the motif itself and explain its purpose in the text.
Literary analysis of a motif requires:

•
an argument, stated in a thesis, supported by argumentation and analysis of evidence, substantive transitions, and a conclusion that builds on the discoveries of the essay (don’t repeat what you’ve already written in a conclusion);

•
organization and a clear roadmap (how will you present your analysis to your reader?);

•
integration into your discussion information about the basic features of the work;
•
a full, thorough treatment of the motif, not necessarily with equal weight put on each instance.  
•   
references to textual events and authorial actions always appear in the present tense.  


Right:  “Melville writes. . .”
Right: “Earlier, the image means. . .”


Wrong: “Hawthorne wrote. . .”
Wrong: “The last image meant . . .”



Right: “Young Goodman Brown goes into the woods”


Wrong: “Young Goodman Brown went into the woods”

