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Identifying and Analyzing Heteroglossia 
Russian literary theorist Mikhail Bakhtin identifies the coexistence of, and conflict between, different 
types of speech:  


 the speech of characters,  
 the speech of narrators,  
 and the speech of the author 


Heteroglossia is “another's speech in another's language, serving to express authorial intentions but in a 
refracted way.” In other words, we can read/understand the author’s voice through the interplay of the 
different types of speech within the text. This means there are (at least) two voices and two meanings in a 
single utterance.  


This double-voiced discourse expresses authorial intention but in a “refracted” way. It serves two 
speakers (the character/narrator and the author) at the same time and expresses simultaneously two 
different intentions:  


 The direct intention of the character who is speaking 
 The refracted intention of the author 


If characters are functions of ideology (i.e., they represent ideas/values we’re supposed to accept or 
reject), the author uses those characters to communicate meaning to the audience. Sometimes the author’s 
meaning/intention is aligned with a character’s, but often the two meanings are not aligned. It is our job as 
readers to determine the meaning of a text as communicated through this interplay of voices. 


Note: Although we may speak of an author’s “intent,” we cannot truly know what an author intends, so 
our analysis is always an interpretation. It is also vital to remember that what the author intends is not 
always exactly what the text communicates. We are after the meaning of a text no matter  


Identifying Heteroglossia 
According to Bakhtin, heteroglossia is a feature of the novel. But I believe we can identify and analyze 
heteroglossia any time there is a multiplicity of voices representing a range of perspectives and ideologies. 
It is generally easier to identify and analyze heteroglossia in prose or narrative poetry. 


How do we know when a passage is an example of heteroglossia? Easy—every passage is an example of 
heteroglossia! The harder part is finding a passage where the heteroglossia is significant for us to analyze. 
Below are a few ideas to aid you in finding such a passage. 


1. The best place to start is with a passage that stands out to you in as you read 
a. This could be a passage you underlined or starred, or perhaps a point where something 


important seemed to happen 
b. When you have such a passage, ask yourself why it stood out in the first place: Does it 


seem to be saying something important? Does it reveal something different about the 
culture than you’d expect? Does it represent a different way of thinking? Was there a 
noticeable shift in tone or style?   
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2. Another way to identify a passage that will yield interesting analysis is to find places where the 
interplay of voices seems to indicate conflict or contradiction 


a. If characters are arguing or presenting different sides of an idea, we are probably meant to 
pick a side (or reject both sides!) 


b. If the narrator contradicts, or otherwise highlights, something a character says, we are 
probably meant to learn something from that contradiction 


c. If a character or narrator presents an aside (a remark that is not directly related to the main 
topic of discussion, or only meant for the audience), we are probably being presented with 
something we’re meant to agree or disagree with 


d. Watch for irony! If we’re presented with an idea or statement that seems to contradict or 
does not fit in with the context around it, we’re probably meant to question the idea or 
statement 


3. A lot if this is intuition, which can only be developed through practice, so don’t be frustrated if 
passages aren’t jumping off the page at you! 


Analyzing Heteroglossia 
Identifying an instance of heteroglossia is only the first step in your analysis, however. It’s not enough to 
say “this is heteroglossia,” but instead your analysis will focus on what is being communicated in that 
passage and how it is being presented. Here are a few strategies for analyzing an instance of heteroglossia: 


As You (Re)Read 
 Ask questions about what the passage means—what is the author trying to communicate? 
 Focus on the voices represented in the passage:  


• Who is speaking in the passage (either direct dialogue or implied dialogue)?  
 Do characters speak? Does the narrator comment? Does the narrator include the 


characters’ speech, or imply it? 
• What ideologies/perspectives are represented by each voice?  


 Are characters expressing opposing/conflicting perspectives? Does the narrator express 
a separate/distinct perspective? 


• Which voices/perspectives are we supposed to agree or disagree with? 
 How do you know? What are the language/structural clues to this? 


• Are any of the voices meant to be taken as ironic? Are any of the voices meant to be parody? 
 Consider how this passage (and its voices) fits into the larger context of the work—does it represent a 


pattern or the breaking of a pattern?  
• Does the meaning you’ve identified in the passage correspond with the larger 


meanings/themes of the whole text? 
 Any word you are unsure of, or which looks strange in the context given, look up in the OED. 
 Don’t just point out the obvious: anyone can spot that one word rhymes with another; close reading 


requires that you account for why that word rhymes with that word, this word with this word and what 
it means for the passage 


 Consider why the author made the choices they made—why include these voices in this way? What 
are they not saying? 


 Analyze the passage’s technical and narrative elements—such as diction, sentence patterns, tone, 
figurative language, structure, plot, character, setting, etc. 
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Make a Claim 
1. As you develop a claim about the use of heteroglossia in the passage, consider:  


a. When you have thought about the text’s form, diction, meaning and so on, you need to 
think about what effect this creates and what the author is saying by doing this. 


b. There is no ‘right’ argument to be gained through completing this process as each 
interpretation will choose to focus on a different aspect of the text. 


c. An argument looks to persuade, not insist; it engages the reader as a thoughtful listener, 
who could be imagined as responding to, or questioning, your claims. 


d. An argument also takes its observations to the ‘next level’ by using its initial answers as 
the stuff for questions. What are the implications of these representations; what are the 
stakes in presenting matters in this way? 


e. An argument also depends on the analysis you have already done in the annotating 
process: you should then relate all of the relevant details to that thesis.  


2. Write down a claim arguing for a certain interpretation of this passage 
a. Don’t just state “this is heteroglossia” 
b. Your claim/thesis should argue the meaning communicated through the words/actions of a 


character/narrator in your selected passage 
c. EX: In Oroonoko, the narrator’s stated refusal to comment on whether the captain’s 


capture of Oroonoko was brave or not communicates to the reader that we are supposed to 
see it as cowardly and unjust, especially in the context of the narrator’s diction of betrayal 
versus innocence in the description of the capture. 


3. Provide textual evidence and support for your claim  
a. The order of the evidence depends on how it relates to your central argument. Don’t let the 


passage walk you through your analysis; instead, re-organize the passage to suit your 
discussion of it. 


b. Point to specific moments in the passage and quote it 
c. Use the OED to look up words, and look at all the definitions—consider the dates of usage 


to make sure the definition(s) apply 
d. EX: We can see the narrator wants us to think poorly of the captain’s actions through the 


diction of betrayal in the presenting Oroonoko’s capture. Using words like ‘treachery,’ 
‘treacherous,’ and ‘betrayed,’ Behn casts the action in a negative light. . .  


4. Remember the C.S.Q.T. Method for incorporating textual evidence! 


 


Note: This is just an exercise to think about how to identify and analyze heteroglossia. This is meant 
merely as a possible and helpful model, not as a required template. 
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Close Reading Analysis 
“Close reading” is the careful, detailed analysis of a passage from a text. A close reading should 
be the building block for any interpretive claim that you may want to make about a text’s 
meaning. When we examine creative works of art, like literary fiction, we use close readings of 
key passages to ground us in a deeper understanding of the ways in which what the text says (its 
content) is intrinsically related to how it says it (its form). 


Performing a Close Reading 
There isn’t just one way to do a close reading. The following questions are not a formula, but a 
starting point to help you develop your reading. The first step is to select a passage that stands 
out to you as significant. Read the passage carefully and annotate it. Consider the following 
questions: 


As You Read: 
 Focus on particulars and specifics: who is speaking? where is the scene located? at what time 


of day? what kind of language is being used? what allusions are made? what kind of 
punctuation is employed? 


 Any word you are unsure of, or which looks strange in the context given, look up in the 
Oxford English Dictionary or Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 


 How does this passage fit in with the larger themes of the text? 
 Ask questions about what the passage means—what is the author trying to communicate? 
 Don’t just point out the obvious: anyone can spot that one word rhymes with another; close 


reading requires that you account for why that word rhymes with that word, this word with 
this word and what it means for the passage 


 Consider why the author made the choices they made 
 Work towards finding meaningful links between the moments that you draw out for comment 


and use them to come up with a perspective that can see the text’s discrete elements in 
dialogue with each other. 


First Impressions: 
 What is the first thing you notice about the passage? 
 What is the second thing? 
 Do the two things you noticed complement each other? Or contradict each other? 
 What mood does the passage create in you as a reader? Why? How?  
 Who speaks in the passage? To whom do they speak? Does the narrator have a partial or 


omniscient viewpoint? How does that viewpoint help or hinder the reader's comprehension?  
 Is the diction (word choice) unexpected? How? Why? 
 Is the syntax (the order of words) unexpected or unfamiliar? 
 What types of sentences are used (simple, complex, short, long)? 
 Do any details seem odd or irrelevant? 
 If you’re reading poetry, do any of the line breaks seem abrupt or odd? 


Form and Diction: 
 Which words do you notice first? Why did they stand out from the others? 
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 How do the important words relate to one another? Does a phrase here appear elsewhere in 
the story or poem? 


 Do any words seem oddly used to you? Why? Is that a result of archaic language? Or 
deliberate weirdness? 


 Do any words have double meanings? Triple meanings? What are all the possible ways to 
read it? 


 Look up any unfamiliar words. For a pre-20th century text, look in the Oxford English 
Dictionary for possible outdated meanings. Look up very common words as well, since they 
often have several possible meanings.  


 What is the sentence rhythm like? Short and choppy? Long and flowing? Does it build on 
itself or stay at an even pace? How does that structure relate to the content? 


 Look at the punctuation. Is there anything unusual about it? What about capitalization? 
 Is there any repetition within the passage? What words are repeated? Why are they repeated? 
 Do you notice any patterns in the text, using any of the elements above? 


Going Deeper—The Figurative Level: 
 What figurative language (metaphor, allusion, personification, etc.) is used? How and to what 


end do you think? 
 What imagery do you notice? How is that imagery constructed (diction, syntax, etc.)? 
 Does an image here remind you of an image elsewhere in the text? Does the image seem to 


invert or recontextualize previous imagery? 
 Do you notice any patterns? How does a pattern fit into the larger pattern of the text as a 


whole? Do you notice a disruption or an inversion of a previous pattern? 
 How does the passage make us react or think about any characters or events within the 


narrative/poem? 
 Are there colors, sounds, physical descriptions that appeals to the senses? Does this imagery 


form a pattern? Why might the author have chosen that color, sound or physical description? 
Is it symbolic? Foreshadowing? 


 Are there metaphors, similes, figures of speech? What kinds? Why might the author have 
chosen them? 


 Is there one controlling metaphor? If not, how many different metaphors are there, and in 
what order do they occur? 


 Does this passage symbolize something in the entire work? Could this passage serve as a 
microcosm, a little picture, of what's taking place in the whole narrative or poem? How?  


 What is left out or silenced? What would you expect the author to say that the author seems 
to have avoided or ignored? What could the author have done differently—and what’s the 
effect of the current choice? 


Discerning Meaning: 
 How do your observations to the questions above affect (i.e., inform, deepen, raise questions 


about, confuse) your understanding of the passage and/or text?   
 What function do the elements you observed and analyzed serve in the passage/text? 
 What themes emerge in the passage? How do these themes connect to broader themes in the 


text? 
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 Do multiple meanings become possible when you analyze the passage? Which 
interpretation(s) do you find most plausible? 


 Do any contradictory meanings arise (allowing one to begin reading against the overt 
meaning of the passage)? Do you think the contradictory nature of the possible meanings is 
itself worthwhile? 


 Why is it important for the reader to know what you have just analyzed and explained?  
 Consider why the author made the choices they made 
 Work towards finding meaningful links between the moments that you draw out for comment 


and use them to come up with a perspective that can see the text’s discrete elements in 
dialogue with each other. 


Make a Claim 
As you move to make a claim about your passage (a claim derived from your close reading and 
analysis), you are explaining what the passage means or communicates. Don’t just point out the 
obvious: anyone can spot that one word rhymes with another; close reading analysis requires that 
you account for why that word rhymes with that word, this word with this word and what it 
means for the passage.  


Here are some suggested steps for developing your claim: 


1. As you develop a claim about the passage, consider:  
a. When you have thought about the text’s form, diction, meaning and so on, you 


need to think about what effect this creates and what the author is saying by doing 
this. 


b. There is no ‘right’ argument to be gained through completing this process as each 
interpretation will focus on a different aspect of the text. 


c. An argument looks to persuade, not insist; it engages the reader as a thoughtful 
listener, who could be imagined as responding to, or questioning, your claims. 


d. An argument also takes its observations to the ‘next level’ by using its initial 
answers as the stuff for questions. What are the implications of these 
representations; what are the stakes in presenting matters in this way? 


e. An argument also depends on the analysis you have already done in the 
annotating process: you should then relate all of the relevant details to that thesis.  


2. Write down a claim arguing for a certain interpretation of this passage 
a. EX: The author uses imagery of bondage in this passage to draw attention to the 


ways in which the character feels trapped and constrained by her marriage. 
3. Provide textual evidence and support for your claim  


a. The order of the evidence depends on how it relates to your central argument. 
Don’t let the passage walk you through your analysis; instead, re-organize the 
passage to suit your discussion of it. 


b. Point to specific moments in the passage and quote it 
c. Use the OED to look up words, and look at all the definitions—consider the dates 


of usage to make sure the definition(s) apply 
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Writing Exercise: Introductions and Conclusions 
Before Writing an Introduction 
An introduction is generally the first part of your paper a reader will encounter. Your goal with an introduction 
is to set up your paper, explain your argument, and catch your readers’ interest. 


 An introduction should (not necessarily in this order): 
• frame and define the scope of your essay (i.e., the text and author, the main ideas you’ll explore, 


etc.) 
• show your method of approach to the topic (i.e., close reading, looking at diction, examining 


underlying meaning, etc.) 
• briefly provide necessary background information or context (i.e., where in the text you are focusing 


your attention, important character or plot details, etc.) 
• state the thesis the paper will develop (usually the last sentence or two of the introduction) 


 Things to avoid: 
• Starting too broad and general to the point of losing all meaning: “Since the dawn of time. . .” 


“People have always traveled. Today, we use cars.” “Words are very important in literature. . .” 
• Start going one way, then sudden zag and go another direction 
• Taking too long to get to the point—your reader wants to get to it 


 Pro-tips:  
• You don’t have to start writing your paper with the introduction—you can start anywhere! 
• The best way to start writing an intro is to just start writing. . . And then you come back and revise. 
• Write your first draft with a crummy intro just to get started, then take your rough conclusion and 


reshape that to be the new intro and revise the paper adding a new conclusion. Repeat. 
• Your introduction can be the last thing you write/revise! 


Writing an Introduction 
1. Write an interesting opening that draws your reader in but gets right to your specific topic.  


a. EX: When the wife in Marie De France’s lais Bisclavret confronts her husband about where he 
goes mysteriously for days at a time, it if probably safe to assume she did not expect him to 
confess to being a werewolf.  


2. Provide some brief background on your text and establish the issue/question you’ll explore. 
a. EX: This poem, composed in the 12th century, presents a strange tale that challenges readers to 


determine a clear message. . . 
3. Provide a definition of any terms or explanation of your methodology that might need to be made clear. 
4. Write your thesis statement. This should be a statement of your claim and your reasons why it is the best 


solution/idea and should explain how you’re supporting that solution (plan of development). 
a. EX: Although on its surface Bisclavret appears to be about a wife’s betrayal of her husband, the 


poem uses the werewolf as a metaphor for domestic violence to a highlight the tenuous position 
and danger posed to women. This is apparent when we examine the opening warning about 
werewolves, the diction of fear used to describe the wife’s reactions, and the violence the wife 
suffers in the end. 
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Before Writing a Conclusion 
A conclusion is the moment where you bring everything in your paper together. In some ways your conclusion 
is pre-built because you’re already assuming a specific outcome based on your thesis, so it is “easier” to write 
than an intro. On the other hand, you need to make sure you are not just saying what’s already been said but 
bringing your thoughts to a culminating point and helping your reader look beyond your essay. 


 A conclusion should do some or all of the following: 
• Restatement—Restates the thesis and the main arguments—not just repeating them, but bringing 


them all together and reminding the reader of your claim and supporting reasons. 
• Culmination—The conclusion is where everything should come together. It should not merely 


summarize; it should ascend to one final statement of your thinking 
• Send-Off/So What—The culmination should form the basis of the send-off. This point is where the 


writer can draw broader conclusions. Why does this matter? What have we learned? 
 Things to avoid:  


• The mirror image (the most common problem):—the writer merely repeats the thesis and 
summarizes the main points or presents a reverse of the intro. 


• The unnecessary summary—only lengthy, complex papers need a conclusion that summarizes all of 
the material covered in the paper. 


• An unnecessary announcement—“And in conclusion, let me say….” 
 Pro-tips:  


• As you make revisions to your argument and your supporting points, you’ll need to adjust your 
conclusion to match (or vice versa). 


• Avoid introducing a new idea, claim, subtopic, or piece of evidence in your conclusion. The 
conclusion is where you tie all of your claims together; it is not the place to introduce new claims or 
evidence. 


Writing a Conclusion 
1. Write a sentence that communicates to your reader that you are bringing all of your points to a close. 


Perhaps this means returning to the anecdote or staggering statistic you opened with, but it should also 
be (or build to) a restatement of your thesis.  


a. Note: Try to avoid phrases like “In conclusion,” “in summary,” or “in closing.”; your reader 
should be brought naturally to this point from your transitions and organization 


2. Re-establish the issue/idea in the text that your paper examined 
3. Write a statement (a sentence or two) of culmination. The conclusion is where everything should come 


together. It should not merely summarize what you’ve already said, but should bring everything together 
into one final statement of your thinking. 


a. Synthesize, don’t summarize: don’t simply repeat things that were in your paper, but show your 
reader how the points you made and the support and examples you used fit together. Pull it all 
together. 


4. Write a final statement (a few sentences) that provides a “send-off” for your reader that provides an 
answer to the question “So what?”  


a. Show your reader why this essay matters and how it helps our understanding about the text 
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Writing Exercise: Thesis Statements for Literary Analysis 
Today I want you to focus on writing/drafting a thesis statement for your essay. 


This is just a draft and is not set in stone; this exercise is designed to get you thinking about how to 
structure your thesis and your claims. Until the final draft of your essay, your thesis is really just a 
(hypo)thesis! 


Before Writing a Thesis 
 What is a thesis statement? 


• A thesis statement is the central claim, the primary argument, of a paper. It is what you are 
trying to prove with the paper. 


 Before writing a thesis, you need to know what you are planning to argue in your paper.  
• Your thesis statement is the answer to an (implied) analytical question about a text 


 You are asserting an interpretation of the text or some aspect of the text  
• To develop your claim, close read the text, annotating it, and posing interpretive questions 


such as “Why did the author do X?” or “How does the imagery/diction/etc. here shape how 
we read this text/passage?” 


• Assemble evidence from the text (and outside sources when applicable) that you believe will 
support your claims 
 Be sure to anticipate how someone else might disagree with your claims and prepare 


responses to those disagreements to be included in your essay 
• Other things to consider in posing and answering questions: 


 Look up words from the text in the Oxford English Dictionary to see if there are 
interesting or useful meanings to the words that might apply 


 Consider what the text/author might be communicating—is there noticeable 
heteroglossia? Is there irony? Do we see tensions between different structures of 
feeling?  


 How do we know how we are supposed to read a text? 
 A thesis statement should: 


• Convey some sort of claim or argument that the rest of the paper is designed to support; 
• Be contestable—i.e., people can argue with your claim—it is not a fact, but an assertion; 
• Generally, include a plan of development, a roadmap of how the paper will support the main 


claim 
 A plan of development lays out the reasons for accepting your thesis/claim, which in 


turn will be the topics of each section of your essay  
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Writing a Thesis Statement 
While there are tons of ways to write a good thesis statement, a thesis generally contains three elements: 
a qualification, a plan of development demonstrating why your thesis is valid, and a claim presenting 
the exact position you are presenting. 


1. Write out your claim—the interpretation you are making about the text in your essay  
a. If you do not yet have an interpretation, close read the text and brainstorm possible ideas.  
b. Another good way is to begin a free write, “I think this poem is about____________. . .”  


and see where it takes you. 
c. Example: In Marie De France’s lais Bisclavret, the werewolf is a metaphor for domestic 


violence to a highlight the tenuous position and danger posed to women 
2. Write a qualification to your claim—are there exceptions to your claim? 


a. Is your claim always accurate? Are there exceptions?   
b. Are there good reasons why your position may have a downside?  
c. How can you make your position have a reality check?  


i. To make absolute statements usually causes your essay’s thesis to seem foolishly 
simplistic. 


d. What general reasons why your position may have problems can you admit up front? 
e. Tip: begin your qualification with a word like “although” or “It is accurate that. . .” 


Don’t worry if it’s not a complete sentence. 
f. Example: Although on its surface it appears the poem is about a wife’s betrayal of her 


husband. . . 
3. Write a plan of development for your claim—what are the major reasons to accept your claim? 


a. In general, what reasons (i.e., what in the text) led you to believe your position to be 
correct in spite of your qualification?  


b. Develop two-four good reasons to include 
c. Example: the werewolf is a metaphor for domestic violence because of the diction of fear 


used to describe the wife’s reactions, the opening warning about werewolves, and the 
violence the wife suffers in the end. 


4. Put it all together: Write your thesis statement by combining/revising these elements together 
into a sentence (or two)! 


a. Example: Although on its surface Marie De France’s lais Bisclavret appears to be about 
a wife’s betrayal of her husband, the poem uses the werewolf as a metaphor for domestic 
violence to a highlight the tenuous position and danger posed to women. This is apparent 
when we examine the opening warning about werewolves, the diction of fear used to 
describe the wife’s reactions, and the violence the wife suffers in the end.  


Note: This is just an exercise to think about how to structure and write a thesis. Not every thesis will 
necessarily include all of these steps (although most will), nor should they always follow this exact 
same order. This is meant merely as a possible and helpful model, not as a required template.  
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