
EXPOS 20: WHY SHAKESPEARE?
SESSION 5: THESIS, STRUCTURE, STAKES
Writing Due:
¡ Response Paper 1.2: Evidence and Analysis

Reading for Today:
¡ Brian Chen, “Smashing the Hall of Mirrors: The Layers of Meaning in the Play within the Play of Hamlet" (2007)Links to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on Thesis StatementsLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on StakesLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on ImplicationsLinks to an external site.

In-Class Discussions:
¡ From Argument to Thesis: Work backward from having an argument to having a thesis.
¡ Terms: Discuss how to use key terms in a thesis, and how to set up termini an introduction.
¡ Thesis: Rank a series of thesis statements from best to worst, and then try to articulate what makes a thesis either good or bad.
¡ Stakes/Implications: With reference to Chen’s “Smashing the Hall of Mirrors,” discuss strategies for identifying what’s at stake in an introduction and 

discussing the implications of an argument in the conclusion.
¡ Structure: As a class, create a basic outline of Chen’s “Smashing the Hall of Mirrors” in preparation for our next response papers.
¡ The Writing Exchange in Expos: As an introduction to the peer-review process, which is the model for the writing exchange in Expos 20, discuss the 

submission history of one of Wilson’s articles. Very briefly review the formal elements of the writing exchange in Expos 20: cover letters, 
conferences, reader’s reports, workshops, comments, grades. Discuss directions for and examples of each.

Aphorisms (introduced in class, to be completed after class):
¡ Aphorisms on OrganizationLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on Organization for Close ReadingsLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on Academic PublicationLinks to an external site.

Assignment:
¡ Response Paper 1.3: A Basic Outline: Draft a thesis and create a basic outline for your first paper.

https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/64407/assignments/344714
http://scholar.harvard.edu/os_fast/files/jeffreywilson/brian_chen_22smashing_the_hall_of_mirrors_-_the_layers_of_meaning_in_the_play_within_the_play_of_hamlet22_2007.pdf
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/thesis-statements
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/stakes
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/implications
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/organization
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/organization-for-close-readings
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/academic-publication
https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/64407/assignments/344715


“’TO BE, OR NOT TO BE’: SHAKESPEARE AGAINST PHILOSOPHY”



HAMLET CHECK-IN
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TERMS

Every semester at the start of my Expos 20 class, Why Shakespeare?, students affirm the Harvard honor code, but I 
must admit to feeling slightly awkward when they do because, in stark contrast to life at Harvard, a code of honor is 
quite problematic in Shakespeare’s Hamlet. Honor in Hamlet works like its Latin etymon, honor, “esteem, respect,” a 
sense which is all about the opinions of others, something external, not any “integrity” that belongs to the individual. 
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, both senses of honor were in circulation in Shakespeare’s England, the 
external sense of “great respect, esteem” coming into usage around 1225, and the internal sense of “a fine sense of, 
and strict adherence to, what is considered to be morally right or just” around 1300. But instead of “the foundation 
of our community” that it is at Harvard, honor is tragic in Hamlet. For Hamlet and Laertes, the quest to preserve the 
respect for their names results in catastrophe for themselves, their families, and the nation.



TERMS

Question/Problem: Every semester at the start of my Expos 20 class, Why Shakespeare?, students affirm the Harvard 
honor code, but I must admit to feeling slightly awkward when they do because, in stark contrast to life at Harvard, a 
code of honor is quite problematic in Shakespeare’s Hamlet.

Terms: Honor in Hamlet works like its Latin etymon, honor, “esteem, respect,” a sense which is all about the opinions 
of others, something external, not any “integrity” that belongs to the individual. According to the Oxford English 
Dictionary, both senses of honor were in circulation in Shakespeare’s England, the external sense of “great respect, 
esteem” coming into usage around 1225, and the internal sense of “a fine sense of, and strict adherence to, what is 
considered to be morally right or just” around 1300.

Thesis: But instead of “the foundation of our community” that it is at Harvard, honor is tragic in Hamlet. For Hamlet 
and Laertes, the quest to preserve the respect for their names results in catastrophe for themselves, their families, 
and the nation.



TERMS

¡ Two main ways to establish terms: 

¡ Defining 

1. Self-definition: “By irony, I mean…”

2. Dictionary Definition: “The Oxford English Dictionary gives 1566 as the first instance of irony meaning…”

3. Etymology: “The English word irony comes from the Greek eiron, meaning…”

4. Theoretical Citation: “Richard Rorty defines irony as…”

¡ Discussing

1. Establish not the meaning but the significance of a term.

2. Create distinctions and contrasts.



TERMS

¡ In essays

¡ Establish key terms before thesis (usually but not always). 

¡ Then use terms in thesis.

¡ BUT sometimes a thesis can be the creation of a new term (so you’d discuss the term after the thesis).

¡ Or your implications can develop a new theory and give it a name.

¡ In research papers:

¡ Draw your terms from your contextual sources (historical evidence and citational evidence).

¡ Use terms to establish lines of argument or critical camps. 
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THESIS

What To Do
¡ True

¡ Clear

¡ Consequential

¡ Not obvious

¡ Quotable / Detachable

¡ Big and bold: pushed as far as possible while maintaining, I believe this to be true.

¡ Make one (and only one) central claims, though it may have several parts.

¡ Direct: no fluff. 

¡ Use key terms.

¡ Not too short, not too long.

¡ Analytical, not ethical or political. 

¡ Answer the driving question/problem of the essay.

¡ Explain how and why something came into existence. 

¡ Use “by” to indicate how something came into existence (Y is true; X did Y by Z).

¡ Use “because” to indicate rationale (X is true because Y and Z).

¡ About author’s intent?

¡ Include a tag?

What Not To Do
¡ Write something that’s not true.

¡ Write a multi-factorial thesis.

¡ Write a moralistic thesis. 

¡ Use thought-terminating clichés (“truth,” “reality,” “human nature”)

¡ Be suggestive, coy, or vague.

¡ Be cute or clever.

¡ Be too short. 

¡ Be too long. 

¡ Ask a question instead of giving an answer/explanation.

¡ Rely to much on the surrounding writing for the thesis to make sense. 

¡ Quote in the thesis. 



THESIS

My Top Five Strategies for Thesis Statements: 

1. Truth Claim / Explanation

2. Surface Reading / Closer Reading

3. Not X but Y

4. Use Key Terms

5. Less is More



THESIS

But instead of “the foundation of our community” that it 
is at Harvard, honor is tragic in Hamlet. For Hamlet and 
Laertes, the quest to preserve the respect for their 
names results in catastrophe for themselves, their 
families, and the nation.

¡ Not X (“instead of ’the foundation of our 
community’ that it is at Harvard”) but Y (“honor is 
tragic in Hamlet”)

¡ Truth Claim (“honor is tragic in Hamlet”) / 
Explanation (“For Hamlet and Laertes, the quest to 
preserve…”)



THESIS

I think Shakespeare answered the question of Ophelia’s 
moral agency in an unexpected way: through the 
imagery of music in Hamlet, including the songs she sings 
just before her death. 

¡ Tag (“I think”)

¡ Short, Direct: Less is More (30 words)

¡ About Author’s intent (“Shakespeare answered”)

¡ Literary (“the imagery of music”)



THESIS

I want to suggest that Shakespeare did not care about the 
questions of metaphysical philosophy, and that he satirized 
metaphysics in Hamlet’s “To be, or not to be” speech 
because he thought acting was more important than being. 
That is, Shakespeare valued human action and interaction, 
including the social roles we perform like actors playing 
characters on a stage, over abstract knowledge about 
existence generated through theoretical reasoning 

¡ Tag (“I want to suggest”)

¡ Uses Key Terms (“metaphysics”; “acting” vs. “being”)

¡ Not X (“Shakespeare did not care about the questions 
of metaphysical philosophy”) but Y (“he satirised
metaphysics”)

¡ Literary (“he satirized”)

¡ About Author’s Intent (“he satirized … because he 
thought”;  “Shakespeare valued…”)

¡ Truth Claim (“he satirized metaphysics in Hamlet’s ‘To 
be, or not to be’ speech”) / Explanation (“Shakespeare 
valued human action and interaction…”)



THESIS

As in society today, suicide is contagious in Hamlet, at 
least in the example of Ophelia, the only death by 
suicide in the play, because she only becomes suicidal 
after hearing Hamlet talk about his own suicidal 
thoughts in “To be, or not to be.”

¡ Short, Direct: Less is More (45 words)

¡ Big Consequential Statement

¡ Truth Claim (“suicide is contagious in Hamlet”) / 
Explanation (“at least in the example of Ophelia…”)



THESIS

As illustrated in this essay, Hamlet is not misogynistic in 
the sense that it promotes the superiority of men and 
the inferiority of women. In fact, Hamlet critiques 
misogyny and patriarchy by configuring them with 
tragedy, yet the Shakespeare who wrote Hamlet still held 
an unconscious bias against women. In other words, 
Hamlet exhibits a structural sexism that is different from 
and more difficult to discern than the overt sexism of 
misogyny and patriarchy.

¡ Tag (“As illustrated in this essay”)

¡ Not X (“Hamlet is not misogynistic…”) but Y (“the 
Shakespeare who wrote Hamlet still held an 
unconscious bias against women”)

¡ Uses Key Terms (“misogyny” and “patriarchy” vs. 
“unconscious bias”)

¡ Truth Claim (“the Shakespeare who 
wrote Hamlet still held an unconscious bias against 
women”) / Explanation (“Hamlet exhibits a structural 
sexism that is…”)



THESIS
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IMPLICATIONS

¡ What’s the pay-off?

¡ Generalizable knowledge.

¡ So what? Who cares? Why does it matter? What does this change?

¡ Expand your scope.

¡ Argument is about your text. Implications go beyond your text.

¡ Don’t try to be all things to all people. 

¡ Addressed to academics working in a distinct scholarly field.



IMPLICATIONS

A Close Reading A Theorization



IMPLICATIONS

A Close Reading
The catastrophe in Hamlet does not come about due to 
some individual flaw or mistake, as happens in most 
classical tragedy. By making the culture of honor the 
cause of catastrophe in Hamlet, Shakespeare shifted the 
site of the tragic flaw from the individual to the culture. 

A Theorization
Taken in the context of the Honor Code at Harvard, 
Shakespeare’s treatment of honor as tragic in Hamlet
allows us to theorize the difference between two 
different kinds of honor: heroic honor and tragic honor. 

But instead of “the foundation of our community” that it is at Harvard, honor is tragic 
in Hamlet. For Hamlet and Laertes, the quest to preserve the respect for their names results in 
catastrophe for themselves, their families, and the nation.



IMPLICATIONS

Does your argument suggest something about: 

¡ Larger themes/questions in Hamlet?

¡ The way Shakespeare created art?

¡ What Shakespeare seems to have thought?

¡ How the text should be performed?

¡ Life today (which is very different than offering “life lessons”)?

¡ The best way to understand some modern idea or current event?



IMPLICATIONS

Some strategies for conclusions (don’t try to do all or even more than one; pick a single approach and develop it in 
depth).:

¡ What are the policy implications that follow—i.e., how some institution should enact rules?

¡ Are there common misconceptions that your argument challenges?

¡ What are the lingering questions that need further thought or research?

¡ Are you able to theorize outward? To create a model for evidence you haven’t analyzed in depth?

¡ Can you offer a concluding example that “brings it home” in a concrete way?

¡ Is there another turn of the screw in your argument that might surprise readers?



IMPLICATIONS
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STAKES

Question/Problem1

¡ What got you thinking about your topic in the first 
place.

¡ The question/problem posed in your first response 
paper.

¡ The issue in your “text” (the thing you’re 
interpreting) that needs interpretation.

¡ Related to your argument.

Question/Problem2

¡ The question you now have an answer to.

¡ A question/problem you may not have been asking, 
but can now answer. 

¡ The issue outside your narrowly defined “text” (even 
if it’s still something about Hamlet) illuminated by 
your interpretation.

¡ A bigger question related to the discipline/field 
you’re writing in.

¡ Related to your stakes and implications.



STAKES

¡ In the introduction.

¡ Identifies the topic of your conclusion.

¡ A preview of your implications. 

¡ Thesis Statement : Argument :: Stakes : Implications

¡ How your response to the question/problem in your text—i.e., how your argument—has consequences beyond that 
particular text.

¡ Indicate the field you’re making a contribution to.

¡ Don’t overdo it: less is more.

¡ One sentence, a few, or a short paragraph. 

¡ The best place to identify what’s at stake is often either the very start of your essay or at the end of the introduction.



STAKES
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STRUCTURE
Introduction

¡ Orientation (Macro)

¡ Question/Problem

¡ Terms

¡ Thesis

¡ Stakes

Body

¡ Orientation (Micro)

¡ Evidence

¡ Analysis

¡ Counters/Responses to Analyses

¡ Building up to Argument

Conclusion

¡ Counter/Response to Argument

¡ Argument

¡ Implications



STRUCTURE

Introduction

¡ Question/Problem Statement
¡ Orientation (Evidence, Analysis): “Play within the Play”
¡ Question/Problem: Play within play undermines purpose of playing

¡ Thesis Statement
¡ Stakes: Connection between questions of drama and of life in Hamlet
¡ Thesis: In Hamlet, drama and life are meaningless, but meaninglessness is inconsequential.

Body

1. The Futility of Drama
i. The Inanity of Dramatic Audiences in Act II

¡ Ev.: Polonius
¡ Ev.: Hamlet

ii. The Boorishness of Dramatic Performance in The Mousetrap
¡ Ev.: Hamlet’s Commentary

iii. Hamlet on the Futility of Drama
¡ Ev.: “Hecuba” Passage

2. The Futility of Life
i. Hamlet on the Meaninglessness of Life

¡ Ev.: Yorick
¡ Ev.: “To be or not to be”

ii. The Meaningfulness of Actions
¡ Ev.: Hamlet
¡ Ev.: Shakespeare

Conclusion

¡ Argument Paragraph: Second-Order Nihilism

¡ Implications Paragraph
¡ Counter: Third-Order Nihilism?
¡ Response: No further nihilisms!
¡ Implications: Second-order nihilism points outside the dramatic illusion of Hamlet toward the historical reality of Shakespeare. 



STRUCTURE

A Close Reading
Introduction

¡ Orientation to Question/Problem1

¡ Question/Problem1

¡ Text

¡ Terms

¡ Thesis

¡ Stakes (i.e., Question/Problem2, including any needed Orientation)

Body

¡ Divided into sections, some sections into multiple paragraphs

¡ Orientation, Evidence, Analysis, Counters/Responses to Analyses, Leading to Argument

Conclusion

¡ Counter/Response to Argument

¡ Argument

¡ Implications (including any needed Orientation)

A Theorization
Introduction

¡ Orientation to Question/Problem2

¡ Stakes (i.e., Question/Problem2)

¡ Text / Method

¡ Terms

¡ Thesis

Body

¡ Orientation to Question/Problem1

¡ Question/Problem1

¡ Divided into sections, some sections into multiple paragraphs

¡ Orientation, Evidence, Analysis, Counters/Responses to Analyses, Leading to Argument

Conclusion

¡ Counter/Response to Argument

¡ Argument

¡ Implications (including any needed Orientation)



STRUCTURE
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THE WRITING EXCHANGE IN EXPOS

”’To be, or not to be’: Shakespeare Against Philosophy” (Submission History):

¡ British Journal for the History of Philosophy (Dec. 2015)

¡ “It simply failed to persuade this reader that a viable interpretative possibility worthy of contemplation is being offered.”

¡ “What I think the author is genuinely picking out, is that Hamlet's philosophizing (and not just here) is more of an evasion of the personal than a full-blooded philosophical streak.”

¡ “It doesn't contribute anything of real substance.”

¡ “Smollett thought it, despite the admiration accorded it, 'a heap of absurdities, whether we consider the situation, the sentiment, the argumentation, or the poetry’”

¡ Renaissance Drama (Nov. 2016)”

¡ “Hard to follow even as an essay in the tradition of Montaigne or Barthes.”

¡ “it is just too long.”

¡ “For the relationship between philosophy and drama, see the work of Martin Puchner.”

¡ Shakespeare (April 2017):
¡ “I heard this paper presented at a conference, where it provoked profound skepticism on the part of the audience, and convinced no one (including myself).”

¡ “The author needs to take more seriously than he does just why his ‘interpretation’ has been missing from the tradition, by and large.”

¡ “Posed significant questions in arresting ways.”

¡ “I find myself in disagreement with what is fundamental to the author's argument.”

¡ “I wonder whether an engagement with Calderwood's 'To Be And Not To Be' might be productive.”

¡ Shakespeare (June 2017):

¡ “I am now basically happy to accept it.”



THE WRITING EXCHANGE IN EXPOS

¡ Response Papers

¡ Drafts

¡ Cover Letters

¡ Conferences

¡ Reader’s Reports

¡ Workshops

¡ Comments

¡ Grades

Read The Writing Exchange in Expos Packet for next time.  And sign up for an Essay 1 Conference. 



EXPOS 20: WHY SHAKESPEARE?
SESSION 5: THESIS, STRUCTURE, STAKES
Writing Due:
¡ Response Paper 1.2: Evidence and Analysis

Reading for Today:
¡ Brian Chen, “Smashing the Hall of Mirrors: The Layers of Meaning in the Play within the Play of Hamlet" (2007)Links to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on Thesis StatementsLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on StakesLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on ImplicationsLinks to an external site.

In-Class Discussions:
¡ From Argument to Thesis: Work backward from having an argument to having a thesis.
¡ Terms: Discuss how to use key terms in a thesis, and how to set up termini an introduction.
¡ Thesis: Rank a series of thesis statements from best to worst, and then try to articulate what makes a thesis either good or bad.
¡ Stakes/Implications: With reference to Chen’s “Smashing the Hall of Mirrors,” discuss strategies for identifying what’s at stake in an introduction and 

discussing the implications of an argument in the conclusion.
¡ Structure: As a class, create a basic outline of Chen’s “Smashing the Hall of Mirrors” in preparation for our next response papers.
¡ The Writing Exchange in Expos: As an introduction to the peer-review process, which is the model for the writing exchange in Expos 20, discuss the 

submission history of one of Wilson’s articles. Very briefly review the formal elements of the writing exchange in Expos 20: cover letters, 
conferences, reader’s reports, workshops, comments, grades. Discuss directions for and examples of each.

Aphorisms (introduced in class, to be completed after class):
¡ Aphorisms on OrganizationLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on Organization for Close ReadingsLinks to an external site.
¡ Aphorisms on Academic PublicationLinks to an external site.

Assignment:
¡ Response Paper 1.3: A Basic Outline: Draft a thesis and create a basic outline for your first paper.

https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/64407/assignments/344714
http://scholar.harvard.edu/os_fast/files/jeffreywilson/brian_chen_22smashing_the_hall_of_mirrors_-_the_layers_of_meaning_in_the_play_within_the_play_of_hamlet22_2007.pdf
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/thesis-statements
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/stakes
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/implications
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/organization
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/organization-for-close-readings
http://wilson.fas.harvard.edu/aphorisms/academic-publication
https://canvas.harvard.edu/courses/64407/assignments/344715

