Comparative Analysis

"Classic" compare-and-contrast papers, in which you weight A and B equally, may be about two similar things that have crucial differences (two pesticides with different effects on the environment) or two similar things that have crucial differences, yet turn out to have surprising commonalities (two politicians with vastly different world views who voice unexpectedly similar perspectives on sexual harassment).

In the "lens" (or "keyhole") comparison, in which you weight A less heavily than B, you use A as a lens through which to view B. Just as looking through a pair of glasses changes the way you see an object, using A as a framework for understanding B changes the way you see B. Lens comparisons are useful for illuminating, critiquing, or challenging the stability of a thing that, before the analysis, seemed perfectly understood. Often, lens comparisons take time into account: earlier texts, events, or historical figures may illuminate later ones, and vice versa.

Faced with a daunting list of seemingly unrelated similarities and differences, you may feel confused about how to construct a paper that isn't just a mechanical exercise in which you first state all the features that A and B have in common, and then state all the ways in which A and B are different. Predictably, the thesis of such a paper is usually an assertion that A and B are very similar yet not so similar after all. To write a good compare-and-contrast paper, you must take your raw data—the similarities and differences you've observed—and make them cohere into a meaningful argument. 

Organizational Scheme. Your introduction will include your frame of reference, grounds for comparison, and thesis. There are two basic ways to organize the body of your paper.

Text-by-Text:  discuss all of A, then all of B.

Begin by saying everything you have to say about the first subject you are discussing, then move on and make all the points you want to make about the second subject (and after that, the third, and so on, if you're comparing/contrasting more than two things). If the paper is short, you might be able to fit all of your points about each item into a single paragraph, but it's more likely that you'd have several paragraphs per item. 

The danger of this subject-by-subject organization is that your paper could simply be a list of points: a certain number of points (in my example, three) about one subject, then a certain number of points about another. This is usually not what college instructors are looking for in a paper—generally they want you to compare or contrast two or more things very directly, rather than just listing the traits the things have and leaving it up to the reader to reflect on how those traits are similar or different and why those similarities or differences matter. Thus, if you use the subject-by-subject form, you will probably want to have a very strong, analytical thesis and at least one body paragraph that ties all of your different points together.

A subject-by-subject structure can be a logical choice if you are writing what is sometimes called a "lens" comparison, in which you use one subject or item (which isn't really your main topic) to better understand another item (which is). For example, you might be asked to compare a poem you've already covered thoroughly in class with one you are reading on your own. It might make sense to give a brief summary of your main ideas about the first poem (this would be your first subject, the "lens"), and then spend most of your paper discussing how those points are similar to or different from your ideas about the second.

A quick outline of how a paper treating one topic and then the other might look.

I.  Introduction

II. Corsetry

Practiced in Sumaria, Crete, millennia ago; focus in Western world.

Corsetry not exactly the same as tight-lacing.

Effects on health: tight-lacing vs stays.

Henri II's queen: 15-inch waist with the help of the King's armorer.

Dress Reform movement.

1880s and 1890s, when women were looking at the possibilities of real contributions to the political debate.

III. Footbinding

Earliest references.

Survival rates and the effects on health.

Our misconceptions about class -- women plowing fields in mud up to their ankles.

Any girl whose female relatives thought she might be able to marry up would bind her feet.

Simone de Beauvior saw some; Life magazine's photos.

When the government made it illegal. Also, how women whose feet had been bound couldn't really unbind.

IV. Conclusion

Point-by-Point:  alternate points about A with comparable points about B.

Point-by-point:
Rather than addressing things one subject at a time, you may wish to talk about one point of comparison at a time. There are two main ways this might play out, depending on how much you have to say about each of the things you are comparing. If you have just a little, you might, in a single paragraph, discuss how a certain point of comparison/contrast relates to all the items you are discussing. If I had a bit more to say about the items I was comparing/contrasting, I might devote a whole paragraph to how each point relates to each item. Be aware, too, of the placement of your different points. If you are writing a comparison/contrast in service of an argument, keep in mind that the last point you make is the one you are leaving with your reader. If you've decided that the differences between the items you're comparing/contrasting are most important, you'll want to end with the differences—and vice versa, if the similarities seem most important to you.

A quick outline of how a paper comparing and then contrasting corsets and footbinding might look.
I. Introduction

II. Corsets and footbinding are similar

Both practiced in the far past, through the 19th century, and into the 20th.

Both restrict women's movement and impair health.

Both practiced by women of all classes, though most people imagine tight-lacing and footbinding were limited to the upper class.

To use Veblen's argument, both enhance man's value in the culture to be responsible for women who were too delicate to work.

Both practiced by women on women. Women laced corsets; women bound feet.

III. Corsets and footbinding are different

Chinese culture is radically different from that of Western Europe and America.

Every Chinese woman so bound was deformed for life; only most extreme cases of tight-lacing did permanent damage.

Corsets trivialized by everybody since the end of the dress reform movement.

IV. Conclusion
Progressive Elements

A final approach to this modality requires presenting the elements by which two things are compared and contrasted.  This requires considerable control of the subject, but the organization can be specifically useful in responding to AP prompts because the persuasive information should be clear, concise, and very detailed.

A quick outline of how a paper treating only comparable and contrasting elements might look.

· Introduction

· Restrictions on women's movements.

· Effects on women's health.

· Economic and cultural value of a helpless female to a powerful male.

· Women's contributions to their own weakening.

· Cultural movements against tight-lacing and footbinding.

· Socio-economic class and tight-lacing and footbinding.

· Lasting into 20th century.

· Eastern and western cultures.

· Extreme cases vs. most women.

· Conclusion
Which to choose?

If you think that B extends A, you'll probably use a text-by-text scheme; if you see A and B engaged in debate, a point-by-point scheme will draw attention to the conflict. Be aware, however, that the point-by- point scheme can come off as a ping-pong game. You can avoid this effect by grouping more than one point together, thereby cutting down on the number of times you alternate from A to B. But no matter which organizational scheme you choose, you need not give equal time to similarities and differences. In fact, your paper will be more interesting if you get to the heart of your argument as quickly as possible. Thus, a paper on two evolutionary theorists' different interpretations of specific archaeological findings might have as few as two or three sentences in the introduction on similarities and at most a paragraph or two to set up the contrast between the theorists' positions. The rest of the paper, whether organized text- by-text or point-by-point, will treat the two theorists' differences.

You can organize a classic compare-and-contrast paper either text-by-text or point-by-point. But in a "lens" comparison, in which you spend significantly less time on A (the lens) than on B (the focal text), you almost always organize text-by-text. That's because A and B are not strictly comparable: A is merely a tool for helping you discover whether or not B's nature is actually what expectations have led you to believe it is.

Cue words and other tips

To help your reader keep track of where you are in the comparison/contrast, you'll want to be sure that your transitions and topic sentences are especially strong. Your thesis should already have given the reader an idea of the points you'll be making and the organization you'll be using, but you can help her/him out with some extra cues. The following words may be helpful to you in signaling your intentions:

like, similar to, also, unlike, similarly, in the same way, likewise, again, compared to, in contrast, in like manner, contrasted with, on the contrary, however, although, yet, even though, still, but, nevertheless, conversely, at the same time, regardless, despite, while, on the one hand … on the other hand, whereas

As a girl raised in the faded glory of the Old South, amid mystical tales of magnolias and moonlight, the mother remains part of a dying generation. Surrounded by hard times, racial conflict, and limited opportunities, Julian, on the other hand, feels repelled by the provincial nature of home, and represents a new Southerner, one who sees his native land through a condescending Northerner's eyes.

