
Rubric for Choosing a Paper Topic: 

Step 1: Identity a problem or theme related to the interpretation of a piece of literature, or another 

cultural object (film, television show, etc.), which can be stated in the form of a question. This 

problem can be one focused on an element of content or form, or it can relate to both. 

Example A: What is the significance of the allusions to the biblical story of Adam and Eve in Hamlet?  

Here the problem being posed is one of content and form: content, insofar as the allusions to Adam and 

Eve are evident in elements of setting, for example, in the murder of old Hamlet in the garden; and 

form, insofar as these allusions are reinforced in the metaphorical language (describing Claudius as a 

snake, for instance). 

Example B: How does Margaret Atwood redefine or reconfigure the Horror-Gothic genre in Lusus-

Naturae? 

Here the problem being posed is primarily one of form (macro): it has to do with the way genre 

organizes plot and themes in new ways. 

Example C: What is the role of song in Brecht’s theory of the theatre? 

Here the problem being posed is primarily one of form. 

Example D: What are the different modes or forms of knowledge evident in Hamlet? 

Here, the problem is one of content (raw material) and form. Content, insofar as one is asking about the 

different modes of knowing (of making sense of the world) that are presented in the play (political, 

artistic, etc.), and therefore about the modes of knowing that Shakespeare was drawing on and in a 

sense commenting upon in his play; form, insofar as this raw material is evident in the metaphorical and 

figurative language used in the play (see more below). 

Step 2: Propose an explicit argument or hypothesis. This can be posed in the form of a response to the 

question you posed in step 1. 

Example A.1: The significance of the allusions to the biblical story of Adam and Eve in Hamlet signal a 

shift in ways of thinking about subjectivity in Elizabethan England, from a premodern understanding in 

which sin is inherited, to an early modern one in which sin is tied to ideas of subjective moral 

responsibility. In a sense, then, the allusions to Adam and Eve emphasize the juxtaposition in the play 

between the feudal conception of the body politic as collectively in a state of sin as a consequence of 

regicide and incest, and the element of individual knowledge (of good and evil) and decisions as they are 

guided by a moral code. 

Example B.1: Atwood inverts the Gothic-Horror genre primarily by the device of narration: her narrator 

is the monster. In the process, she undermines the tropes of Gothic-Horror, and particularly their 

distinction between the normal and the strange, the human and the inhuman, that is central to these 

genres. 

Example C.1: Brecht’s theatre poetics seeks to undermine the audience’s identification with characters’ 

actions in order to highlight the socially-constructed nature of action, and to produce not catharsis as 

the purging of emotion (Aristotelian poetics), but catharsis as estrangement (alienation effect) from 



customary modes of acting and thinking. Song, more than any other genre, unites the heightened orality 

of poetry with the aurality of music.1 Hence, it produces a heightened state of affect (emotion).2 By 

bracketing character actions and dialogues through song, Brecht undermines the traditional 

identification of a given action with an emotion, hence fragmenting and estranging this unity.  

Example D.1: Two primary modes of knowledge negotiated in Hamlet are aesthetic knowledge and 

political knowledge. The first of these can be identified with Hamlet’s use of theatre and illusion as 

techniques for extracting the true feelings and emotions from a given audience, particularly in his 

staging of The Murder of Gonzago to produce an effect of shock in his uncle. The second of these can be 

identified with the figure of Polonius, the political advisor to Claudius, who uses staged scenes and 

spying to extract the truth about Hamlet’s insanity. This essay compares and contrasts these modes of 

knowledge, showing how Hamlet understands them as different techniques for extracting truth through 

illusion. 

Step 3: How will you support your argument/interpretation? Like a good literary critic, you will have 

to choose a method for supporting your hypothesis about the text in question. This method can 

emphasize close reading (literary analysis as traditionally understood), which focuses on form as it 

relates to content (plot, character, action); or it can emphasize an analysis of the raw material (deep 

content) that constitutes the building blocks drawn upon to construct the literary text (the nuclear 

material of the text); or it can emphasize how this raw material presents itself in the interaction 

between content (surface level) and form, or simply at the level of form. The decision of which of 

these methods you will pursue, will determine the structure (the form!) of your essay, and the 

research you will undertake. Thus, if you decide to focus explicitly on a close reading or formal 

analysis of the text, you will be primarily focused on identifying elements of genre or figurative 

language in the text and how they support your hypothesis. You will therefore focus exclusively on 

certain passages or elements in the text. You need to be explicit about which passages, scenes, 

elements (perspective, narration, use of metaphor) you will be focusing on. This doesn’t mean that 

you won’t be able to draw upon academic sources: in fact, you should. For other close readings of a 

text (say Hamlet) carried out by scholars will provide elements you weren’t aware of or 

interpretations that differ from yours. Like a good scientist, then, you want to be able to juxtapose 

someone else’s reading of a text with yours, if only to highlight factors in your reading that have not 

been noticed before. If you choose to focus on the relation between raw material and form, however, 

you will want to draw upon academic sources in order to fill the gap between your knowledge and the 

subjective (the author) and objective (the author’s social, cultural, political context) dimensions that 

bleed over into the text. For instance, if you are writing about the role of women in Elizabethan 

England, any categorical statements about gender in that historical context need to be supported with 

scholarly evidence. If you say something like, “women had no rights to hold property in Elizabethan 

England and were totally subordinate to their husbands,” you would have to cite a source in order to 

convince the reader that this is a statement that can be supported based on some proof, and not just 

on your intuition.  

Example A.2: “In this essay I will carry out an analysis of setting and figurative language in the ghost’s 

recounting of the seduction of his Queen Gertrude and murder of Hamlet’s father by Claudius, in Act I of 
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Hamlet. I will argue that the description of setting (content) and formal language (form) used in this 

sequence makes clear allusions to the biblical story of Adam and Eve. I will argue that at the allegorical 

level, this scene links the gross usurpation of royal power through regicide and incest to a violation of 

God’s natural laws (Horatio’s “eruption of our state”). However, via a formal analysis of Hamlet’s 

language in his reflections on his duty to revenge his father, I will show that Hamlet’s ambivalence to act 

and his the actions he takes to secure certainty about the guilt of his uncle undermines the allegorical, 

premodern notion of collective sin, and emphasizes the individual’s moral responsibility to decide (and 

to not commit sin) based on access to “factual” or at least methodically verifiable (“I will catch the 

conscience of the king”) knowledge. 

 


