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The Baccalaureate “Commentary on Texts” — Structure and Formulas
for Logically and Critically Discussing Literature

Masako Ema WATANABE"

This paper holds up one example of a method of critical thinking and analysis in essay-test form.
The “commentary on texts” (commentaire de texte), one of the essay formats for the French lan-
guage subject of the French baccalaureate exam. presents an example of how an analysis of literature
combined with knowledge of how to write a commentary via a problem-solving method, can prove
effective. Providing a structure for writing commentary makes it possible for high school students to
write logical and critical textual commentaries by mastering essay formulas. This paper argues that
through training in commentary on texts, one can develop meta-abilities, such as the ability to find
a perspective for analysis and create complex arguments in a logical manner—qualities which have
often been regarded as something alien to literary appreciation.

The mechanism for logically discussing literature is to write paragraphs in terms of the basic blocks
of argumentation (claim + argument + citation + validity of citation), called the ICQ principle, and
then build up these basic blocks from each of the three analytical perspectives to create the overall
structure. This consistent structure made up of integral blocks of argumentation and large textual
commentary allows for rigorous argumentation; at the same time, it allows the “reader” to gain a
sense of what elements of a text are “logical.” This structure allows the “writer” to organize and as-
semble multiple ideas and conduct complex arguments in a logical manner.

Analyzing a literary text involves clarifying six elements called the “textual identity card”—the
explanation of the text positioned in its literary movement and historical context, its literary genre,
the theme, register, type of text, and author’s intent and purpose. The text is then broken down into
elements according to meaning, and three perspectives for analyzing the text are presented that
constitute the hypotheses used for textual interpretation. The principle that determines the order of
the three perspectives structures them side by side, starting with the simplest and most obvious and
working up to the more complex. This principle of order is also applied when determining the order
of claims and examples in arguing each perspective. Consistently following this ordering principle
also helps to maintain logical coherence.

Since there is an understanding between the student and the grader of the basic rules and methods
of analysis for writing commentary on literary texts, there is no need for the student to develop an
argument from scratch. This type of test offers a solid criteria for all high school students in France
to take and receive clearly interpreted scores on their secondary school completion examinations by
means of essay questions.
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