
[This sheet is helpful in lower level literature classes and classes with mixed majors where students 
are developing basic argumentative skills.] 

 
Proving Things in Literature 

  
Proving things in literature is not like proving something in math or science, or even philosophy. 
Especially in undergraduate classes where your proof will come from close reading, you’re not trying 
to present a universal rule, or make the text fit into a general theorem. When you are making 
arguments in literature, you are trying to prove something specific about the particular text 
you are reading.  
 
What counts as evidence in a literary argument is very specific – it’s textual evidence, not 
evidence about “what’s logical in general.” Your job in making literary arguments then is to 
be persuasive about the text. Let go of the idea that “you must be right.” Remember, the text 
allows us to make contradictory arguments. There is no absolute “right.”  

• Arguments in literature should be logical. 

• But the logic you want to show is the text’s logic – specifically how and where this text is doing or 
showing something. You want to make arguments that are logical in and for the particular 
text you are writing about. 

• Do not argue about texts “in general.” Also do not argue your opinion; your own interests 
will of course inform what you want to argue – but you want to present your argument as a 
part of the text you are bringing to light, not your own opinion about the text. 

• The more specific your argument is, usually the more persuasive it is. 

• Evidence in literature means going to the text. That is why we are learning to close read. 
Close reading is where you get your evidence. 

 
Example: 
Opinion: I think the ghosts in Turn of the Screw are real.  
This is not an argument. What “you think” should not be presented as the argument. Instead you 
can present the same idea in a way that foregrounds what the text is doing. 
Argument: “While the existence of the ghosts in Turn of the Screw is ambiguous, many factors lend 
support to the ghosts’ reality. In particular, these include the actions of Mrs. Gorse and Flora, who 
never claim to see the ghosts, and Miles’ address to Peter Quint at the end of the story.” 

• This statement makes specific references to pieces of evidence from the text to support the 
point you want to make – that the ghosts are real. 

• Obviously, this is a partial argument – you could just as easily argue the opposite. But, if this 
were the argument you were trying to make, you would want to present it as clearly and 
thoroughly as possible – with evidence FROM the text, not evidence in general or from 
everyday life. Even though the texts we are reading are “about” everyday life, you cannot use 
anecdotes or common sense to support your arguments in literature classes. If these are used 
at all they should be minor players in your main arguments based in close reading the text. 

• For the purposes of this class, I recommend staying away from evidence that is not based in 
the text. The whole point of learning to argue in a literary manner, is learning to 
argue from the text. 

 
 



Examples of points based on general logic or faulty evidence (what we don’t want to do): 
 
The ghosts are not real because the governess’s descriptions are broad, even generic; she could just 
be talking about anybody. 
 
The ghosts are not real because ghosts don’t exist in the world, they are just superstition.  
 
The ghosts are not real because in Harry Potter/other literary work, ghosts can be touched. 
 
Instead of arguing at this abstracted level, you can argue from the text: 
The governess’s descriptions are too broad to support her claims about the ghosts being real. When 
she speaks of Miss Jessel as “infamous, handsome, and shabby,” she’s describing the general 
condition of a fallen woman. Moreover, she seems to amplify her points according to Mrs. Grose’s 
reactions to them, in an effort to convince her; this implies not so much that the governess has seen 
Miss Jessel, but that her description is an attempt to convince her audience (Mrs. Grose) rather than 
being purely about what she has seen. Furthermore, as suggested by several comments in the 
climatic scene between the governess and Miles, the ghosts are better thought of as projection of the 
governess’s own internal corruption. 

• This kind of argument works logically, but more importantly, its logic refers to the text’s logic. 
 
The governess’s descriptions are specific and imply that she has really seen the ghosts. She has never 
been told what Miss Jessel and Quint look like, and so the fact that she’s able to describe them 
accurately implies that she has seen their ghosts. The governess is able to describe his clothes and 
hair in detail; while Miss Jessel may not be described as fully, she is able to describe Quint’s red hair 
and hat, which are not generic traits. Moreover, while Flora and Mrs. Grose never claim to see the 
ghosts, Flora behaves in an uncharacteristic way, which Mrs. Grose, who has been skeptical 
throughout the story, deems the work of a supernatural force. In convincing Mrs. Grose’s skeptical 
voice, James lends credence to the idea that the ghosts are real.  

• Again, this argument is logical but what is being argued is a logic drawn from the text.  

• As you can see, the text’s logic can support a number of readings.  
 

You can think of your job in literary argumentation as illuminating aspects of the text that 
your reader has not thought about, may not agree with, or which do not seem obvious. You 
want to be persuasive about the text, not persuasive in general. Because of that, close reading 
can be considered a skill we learn in class, but it also allows you to cultivate certain habits of mind. 
You may be willing to revisit the text in a new light, to be persuaded by others’ interpretations, or to 
try to persuade them. It allows you, if you wish, to cultivate a generosity toward other viewpoints 
and interpretations.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


