Question 3 Prompts: 21% Century

2000

Many works of literature not readily identified with the mystery or detective
story genre nonetheless involve the investigation of a mystery. In these works,
the solution to the mystery may be less important than the knowledge gained in
the process of its investigation. Choose a novel or play in which one or more of
the characters confront a mystery. Then write an essay in which you identify the
mystery and explain how the investigation illuminates the meaning of the work
as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2001

One definition of madness is “mental delusion or the eccentric behavior arising
from it.” But Emily Dickinson wrote

Much madness is divinest Sense—

To a discerning Eye—

Novelist and playwrights have often seen madness with a “discerning Eye.”
Select a novel or a play in which a character’s apparent madness or irrational
behavior plays an important role. Then write a well-organized essay in which you
explain what this delusion or eccentric behavior consists of and how it might be
judged reasonable. Explain the significance of the “madness” to the work

2002

Morally ambiguous characters—characters whose behavior discourages
readers form identifying them as purely evil or purely good—are at the heart of
many works of literature. Choose a novel or play in which a morally ambiguous
character plays a pivotal role. Then write an essay in which you explain how the
character can be viewed as morally ambiguous and why his or her moral
ambiguity is significant to the work as a whole. Avoid mere plot summary.

2003

According to critic Northrop Frye, “tragic heroes are so much the highest points
in their human landscape that tey seem the inevitable conductors of the power
about them, great trees more likely to be struck by lightning than a clump of
grass. Conductors may of course be instruments as well as victims of the divine
lightning.”

Select a novel or play in which a tragic figure functions as an instrument of the
suffering of others. Then write an essay in which you explain how the suffering
brought upon others by that figure contributes to the tragic vision of the work as
a whole.

2004

Critic Roland Barthes has said, “Literature is the question minus the answer.”
Choose a novel or play and, considering Barthes’ observation, write an essay in
which you analyze a central question the work raises and the extent to which it
offers any answers. Explain how the author’s treatment of this question affects
your understanding of the work as a whole. Avoid mere plot summary.

2005

In Kate Chopin’s The Awakening (1899), protagonist Edna Pontellier is said to
possess “that outward existence which conforms, the inward life which
questions.” In a novel or play that you have studied, identify a character who
conforms outwardly while questioning inwardly. Then write an essay in which
you analyze how this tension between outward conformity and inward
questioning contributes to the meaning of the work. Avoid mere plot summary.

2006

Many writers use a country setting to establish values within a work of
literature. For example, the country may be a place of virtue and peace or one of
primitivism and ignorance. Choose a novel or play in which such a setting plays a
significant role. Then write an essay in which you analyze how the country setting
functions in the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2007

In many works of literature, past events can affect, positively or negatively, the
present actions, attitudes, or values of a character. Choose a novel or play in
which a character must contend with some aspect of the past, either personal or
societal. Then write an essay in which you show how the character’s relationship
to the past contributes to the meaning of the work as a whole.... Do not merely
summarize the plot.

2008

In a literary work, a minor character, often known as a foil, possesses traits that
emphasize, by contrast or comparison, the distinctive characteristics and
qualities of the main character. For example, the ideas of behavior of the minor
character might be used to highlight the weaknesses or strengths of the main
character.

Choose a novel or play in which a minor character serves as a foil to a main
character. Then write an essay in which you analyze how the relation between
the minor character and the major character illuminates the meaning of a work.

2009
A symbol is an object, action, or event that represents something or that creates
a range of associations beyond itself. In literary works a symbol can express an
idea, clarify meaning, or enlarge literal meaning.
Select a novel or play and, focusing on one symbol, write an essay analyzing
how that symbol functions in the work and what it reveals about the characters
or themes of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2010

Palestinian American literary theorist and cultural critic Edward Said has
written that “Exile is strangely compelling to think about but terrible to
experience. It is the unbeatable rift forced between a human being and a native
place, between the self and its true home: its essential sadness can never be
surmounted.” Yet Said has also said that exile can become “a potent, even
enriching” experience.

Select a novel, play, or epic in which a character experiences such a rift and
becomes cut off from “home,” whether that home is the character’s birthplace,
family, homeland, or other special place. Then write an essay in which you
analyze how the character’s experience with exile is both alienating and
enriching, and how this experience illuminates the meaning of the work as a
whole. You may choose a work from the list below or one of comparable literary
merit. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2011

In a novel by William Styron, a father tells his son that life “is a search for
justice.”

Choose a character from a novel or play who responds in some significant way
to justice or injustice. Then write a well-developed essay in which you analyze the
character’s understanding of justice, the degree to which the character’s search
for justice is successful, and the significance of this search for the work as a
whole.

2012

“And after all, our surroundings influence our lives and characters as much as
fate, destiny or any supernatural agency.” Pauline Hopkins, Contending Forces

Choose a novel or play in which cultural, physical, or geographical
surroundings shape psychological or moral traits in a character. Then write a
well-organized essay in which you analyze how surroundings affect this character
and illuminate the meaning of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the
plot.

2013

A bildungsroman, or coming-of-age novel, recounts the psychological or moral
development of its protagonist from youth to maturity, when this character
recognizes his or her place in the world. Select a single pivotal moment in the
psychological or moral development of the protagonist of a bildungsroman. Then
write a well-organized essay that analyzes how that single moment shapes the
meaning of the work as a whole. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2014
It has often been said that what we value can be determined only by what we
sacrifice. Consider how this statement applies to a character from a novel or play.

Select a character that has deliberately sacrificed, surrendered, or forfeited
something in a way that highlights that character’s values. Then write a well-
organized essay in which you analyze how the particular sacrifice illuminates the
character’s values and provides a deeper understanding of the meaning of the
work as a whole. You may choose a novel or play from the list below or one of
comparable literary merit. Do not merely summarize the plot.

2015

In literary works, cruelty often functions as a crucial motivation or a major
social or political factor. Select a novel, play, or epic poem in which acts of cruelty
are important to the theme. Then write a well-developed essay analyzing how
cruelty functions in the work as a whole and what the cruelty reveals about the
perpetrator and/or victim. You may select a work from the list below or another
work of equal literary merit. Do not merely summarize the plot.



