
Contemporary American Fiction: Prompts for Essay #1 

Respond to one of the following prompts in a 1000-word literary essay.  
 
The following questions are broad. They are meant to steer you in a particular direction, but 
there are as many ways to answer these questions as there are students in this class. Your goal 
should be to work toward a specific thesis statement that responds to one of these prompts.  
There are a few important things to remember for any question you choose to respond to: 

 
a) Be as specific as possible. Consider the “how” and/or the “why.” So, saying 

something like “Lenny changes from the beginning of the novel until he end” would not 
be a good thesis statement. “Lenny changes from…to…because…” or “By [doing 
something], Lenny changes from…to…” would be much better thesis statements.  

b) Keep in mind that this is a love story. This is a story about people. This is not a 
theoretical document about where our world is heading. In whatever prompt you choose, 
your response must primarily be concerned with the characters, and their relationships to 
each other.   

 
1. Does Lenny change from the beginning of the novel until the end? If so, how?  
2. How is Lenny and Eunice’s relationship shaped by the events of the world unfolding 

around it? 
3. How does Lenny and Eunice’s relationship influence the events of the world unfolding 

around it? 
4. On page 298, Eunice says that “Lenny is a dangerous man. Joshie is more powerful, but 

Lenny is much more dangerous”. Why could Lenny be considered dangerous? 
5. How do the shifts in point of view add to the complexity of this unfolding love story? 
6. How is the fact that Lenny and Eunice are the children of immigrants important to their 

love story? 
7. Throughout the novel, Shteyngart creates an interesting dynamic contrast between inside 

and outside. Explore how this contrast helps fuel and shape Lenny and Eunice’s love 
story. You can define “inside and outside” however you wish. 

8. Throughout the novel, Shteyngart turns the child-parent relationship on its head. How 
does this help us understand the dynamics of Lenny and Eunice’s relationship?  

9. This novel clearly satirizes many aspects of our world. Choose one aspect of our world 
that this novel satirizes, and explain how Lenny and Eunice’s relationship either fights 
against it or succumbs to it.  

10. Explain how Lenny and Eunice’s relationship represents either hopefulness or despair in 
this dystopian world.   

11. According to your reading of the novel, does one individual have the power to change 
this world, or not? Why or why not?  

12. Create your own topic. Either ask a question or make a statement. If you choose this 
option, your topic must be approved by me.  

	  


