Jeffrey R. Wilson

Aphorisms on Body Paragraphs

Just as every paper has an introduction, body, and conclusion, every body paragraph itself has an introduction, body, and conclusion. In a body paragraph, the introduction is called an assertion, the body is called evidence, and the conclusion is called analysis. 

Every body paragraph is different, yet every body paragraph is the same. That is, the content of a body paragraph (the specific information that you present and discuss) is infinite, yet the form of a body paragraph is fairly standard. For every body paragraph works in roughly the same way: make an assertion, give the evidence that supports that assertion, provide analysis of how that evidence supports that assertion, and provide analysis of how that assertion supports your argument. In theory, therefore, the logic of a paragraph is as follows:

· Assertion: Make an assertion.

· Evidence: Give the evidence that supports your assertion.

· Analysis1: Explain how your evidence supports your assertion.

· Analysis2: Explain how your assertion supports or plays a part in your argument. 

In practice, a paragraph will rarely, if ever, work this cleanly. Indeed, if you wrote a series of paragraphs each rigidly following the above structure, your paper would feel very mechanical. Moreover, there are different kinds of evidence. There is textual evidence, which consists of examples, facts, statistics, etc.; there is historical evidence, which offers context; and there is citational evidence, which itself has three kinds: critical, historical, and theoretical. Any paragraph in a serious academic paper will be a mixture of all these various kinds of evidence and analysis of it. 
In practice, therefore, a body paragraph is more likely to look something like this (with each bullet point representing a sentence):

· Assertion

· Textual Evidence

· Textual Evidence

· Textual Evidence

· Analysis1
· Critical Citation

· Analysis2
Furthermore, there are some important strategies you can use to move from evidence to analysis, such as asking questions and offering counters.

First, you can use questions to set up analyses. Just as you start your paper with a problem statement (an analytical question that is answered in your thesis statement), you can pose an analytical question in your body paragraphs about the evidence just provided and then follow that question with an analysis that answers it, just as a thesis answers an analytical question on the level of an argument.

Second, just as in can be effective to place a question between evidence and analysis, it can also be helpful to provide a counter. It can show that you’ve considered the evidence at hand in depth if you can articulate multiple possible interpretations as you go about your analysis (i.e., the best interpretation in your view). 
On a related note, it can also be effective to use a question or counter to shift from one paragraph or section to the next. Usually, this transition will take the form of summarizing your argument up to the current point in the paper, and then using the question or counter to shift into the next idea in the argument.

In sum, as paragraphs start to function as parts of sections, you will find that sections of your paper start to look more complicated, as in the following example:

Paragraph 1 of the Section

· Question (Based on Ideas from the Previous Section)

· Assertion for Section 


· Assertion for Paragraph

· Textual Evidence

· Textual Evidence

· Analysis1
· Counter

· Response

Paragraph 2 of the Section

· Assertion for Paragraph

· Textual Evidence

· Question

· Analysis1
· Textual Evidence

· Analysis1
· Critical Citation

· Analysis1
· Analysis2
Paragraph Three of the Section

· Question for Paragraph 

· Assertion for Paragraph

· Theoretical Citation

· Textual Evidence

· Analysis1
· Textual Evidence

· Counter

· Response

· Analysis2
One of three things usually happens in a paragraph or a section: situation, demonstration, or explanation.

By situation I mean the presentation and analysis of historical evidence (and, by extension, historical citations as well): context, relevant social histories, and so forth.

By demonstration I mean the presentation and analysis of textual evidence (and, by extension, critical citations as well): examples, case studies, and the like.

By explanation I mean analysis, detailed discussion of the logic that informs your argument (and, potentially, theoretical citations as well).

Sometimes one of these sections – situation, demonstration, explanation – can be fully covered in a single paragraph, but usually, especially in longer research papers, it will take multiple paragraphs to address each section. Thus you should think of the body of your paper as made up of sections, and the sections of the body as made up of paragraphs. In other words, a body paragraph will usually present one and only one component of a larger section. 

A section of situation may be broken up because there are two or three eras in the social history you’re trying to tell, each era getting its own paragraph. Or maybe there are multiple strands of history operating simultaneously, and you want to give a paragraph to each. 

A section of demonstration may be broken up by multiple examples or case studies, each getting its own paragraph, or even a single case study addressed over the course of several paragraphs. If reading a literary work, make your way through it sequentially, from the beginning to the end. If offering case studies, work through them chronologically, from the earlier cases to the later. 

In a section of explanation, break down the logic of your argument into its component parts, and then work through them in order, providing a full discussion of each. 


