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Résumé 

Cet article met en discussion l’une des premières tâches du doctorant lorsqu’il 

s’engage dans une recherche doctorale : le choix du corpus. L'article décrit les différentes 

modalités de sélection du corpus en littérature et en études culturelles, les pièges à éviter, 

les possibles difficultés rencontrées par les jeunes chercheurs ainsi que les solutions que 

les étudiants pourraient choisir pour faciliter leur tâche. 

 

Keywords: language didactics, data, reliability, representativity, analysis tools 

 

 

The first step after choosing the research topic is to set up a corpus. In 
linguistics, the corpus could be gathered from dictionaries, articles, interviews or it 
could be found on specific sites. In literature and cultural studies, the corpus 
includes the writings and works of a particular author(s), on a particular subject, 
which means at least three kinds of texts: (a) the partial or complete works of an 
author (or authors); (b) the critical studies on the respective author (or authors); (3) 
a set of theoretical studies on the chosen research topic. In what follows, I will 
discuss the positive aspects of making a good corpus choice as well as the traps the 
doctoral student should be aware of when setting up the corpus in (1) literary 
studies and (2) cultural studies. 

1.1. The literary studies corpus 

The student embarking on a research topic in the literary studies field has 
three essential points to decide upon: 

a) The work/set of works by one author/authors chosen for research 
according to the criteria agreed with the supervisor; 

b) The critical studies on the respective author/authors and on their work(s); 
c) The theoretical approach to the author/authors and their works.  

Generally, the students start with either the literary works, which leads them 
to the selection of the author(s) or with the preferred author(s) by whom they select 
the literary works. Irrespective of the steps taken (first work(s), then author(s) or 
the other way round), it is crucial for the student to decide on the number of works 
that should be covered by the topic. There is no magical number to select, but 
students should know that one or two works does not usually allow for too much 
space for analysis, whereas too many works may dilute the research, lead to 
generalities and overlook important details.  
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Irrespective of the number of works chosen for analysis or of the number of 

writers who fall under scrutiny, a very important rule, which the student should be 

aware of, is to enjoy the chosen texts and their authors, which in its turn will 

provide a highly pleasurable research. Yet, the students should be also aware of the 

traps they may fall in if the preference for author(s) or work(s) overshadows the 

purpose of the research. Therefore, 

a) preference for a certain author(s) may make the student wish to focus on 

the author‟s biographical background more than necessary at the expense 

of the literary works or to see the literary works through the author‟s life 

with little discrimination. 

b) preference for the literary works may direct the student to pay more 

attention to the texts at the expense of possible connections between the 

texts and the author(s)‟ background. 

c) preference for a certain topic (e.g. feminist views, gender, identity, 

consumerism, ecocriticism, memory, trauma, etc.) may open the trap of a 

much too large presentation of the theoretical views at the expense of a 

thorough analysis of the texts under scrutiny. 

A balanced thesis means the choice of a limited number of representative 

texts for a certain period of time or for an author/authors and of a theoretical 

perspective that reveals formerly undisclosed insights and adds new value to the 

texts chosen for analysis. 

An important component of the first stages of research are the criteria 

according to which the students choose the works they will focus on during their 

research. I have distinguished two major criteria and the consequences that may 

derive from them: 

 Criterium 1: the significance of the literary works to the chosen topic. In 

this case, it becomes less important if the literary works are very popular, 

less popular or virtually unknown. 

 Criterium 2: the degree of popularity of the literary works subsequent to 

the topic. In this case, it is important to know that the more popular the 

works, the more critical material there is.  

In the former case, a high degree of popularity of the author and/or literary 

works gives the student the advantage of reading extensively about the chosen 

texts, of becoming familiar with the various perspectives and approaches to the 

works throughout time, of getting a deeper understanding of the multiple facets of a 

particular work. Yet, many already published readings of a popular text makes it 

difficult for the student to find a fresh perspective or a new approach for critical 

analysis. A second disadvantage would be the unlikely strong support of the 

doctoral board if the student‟s approach is not very well documented and, a third 

one, the apprehension that someone else may have had similar ideas for research or 

may have done a similar research which the student is unaware of. 

The choice of less popular works comes with a few advantages for the 

researcher: the possibility of being original in the reading of the texts, the less 
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likelihood that the student‟s approach has been taken by someone else or the 

student‟s ideas have already been thought about or, for that matter, that the 

student‟s reading of the texts may meet with opposition from the board (unless the 

reading has little to do with the texts or the theoretical bibliography is too reduced). 

However, the choice of less popular texts has its own disadvantage: the absence of 

solid critical material which may lead to questioning the solidity of the 

interpretation. In other words, „stepping on untrodden paths‟ or „sailing on 

unchartered seas‟ may disclose unexpected booby traps. 

A very important step in composing a corpus in the literary studies field is 

the theoretical approach. Theory is a maze through which the student should 

navigate to find the shortest, but most significant way to the nearest exit. The 

question of how much theory needs to covered in order to create a solid basis for 

analysis will never find a simple and definite answer. Yet, the student should be 

aware of the mistakes one can make when selecting the theoretical approach. First, 

the student goes either for a very popular perspective (which, in most cases, had 

been studied during the master program), such as feminism and gender studies, 

postmodernism, postcolonialism, identity studies, trauma and memory studies, or 

for less popular, more recent views, such as eco-criticism, geocriticism, history of 

feeling. Second, the student needs to cover the theoretical background either 

partially or totally, depending on the topic and to select the works that best suit the 

research. Choosing a very large theoretical approach (e.g. postmodernism, 

feminism, gender studies) may open the trap of finding too many theoretical 

studies to cover and of discovering that synthesizing or summarizing the theory 

may be very hard and may blur the focus.  

A large field of study like feminism, for example, will necessarily raise 

questions about the period (first, second, third, and fourth waive), the leading 

published volumes and leading feminist thinkers on the one hand, and about 

interdisciplinarity in the feminist approach (psychoanalytical, poststructuralist, 

linguistic, social, political, religious, cultural), on the other hand. The question is 

which of them to choose and which of them is better suited to as theoretical lenses 

for the literary texts under scrutiny. A second problem that may arise refers to the 

use of theoretical sources from different schools of thought that are not 

complementary. The most frequent mistake that the student makes is using them in 

an undistinguishing manner. An example in this respect is urban studies, a large 

theoretical field which has distinctly developed in the last forty years in two 

separate schools in the USA: the Chicago School and the Los Angeles School. 

While the former focuses on the social and political aspects of urbanism, the latter 

looks at the urban development through postmodernist, postfordist lenses. 

Combining the two needs very careful attention in the selection of the theoretical 

works that are congruent with the student‟s research.  

The student and the supervisor usually agree on a few key theoretical 

concepts that the student uses as possible lenses through which the literary texts are 

discussed. The corpus of the literary texts reveals its tremendous importance here: 

if the student chooses to apply a few key-concepts to a few literary texts (one text 

seen through the lens of one concept), the doctoral thesis may turn up too didactic. 
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On the contrary, if the student chooses a few widely-known concepts to any literary 

text without giving too much thought to compatibility and congruity, the finished 

dissertation may look too speculative.  

An important component of the research, which completes the corpus of the 

theoretical and critical background, is the number of studies on the author(s) and 

text(s) the doctoral student should read and use. Careful selection is of crucial 

importance at this point and it definitely depends on the proposed research topic. 

Therefore, for example, if the student‟s topic is Shakespeare and his work, there is 

no need to cover everything that has already been published on Shakespeare (that 

would be an impossible task, anyway). The critical studies should be strongly 

relevant to the topic. So, if the student chooses a feminist approach to a few of 

Shakespeare‟s plays in the 21
st
 century, it is no use reading about the reception of 

Shakespeare‟s female characters in the 18
th
 century, unless it specifically becomes 

a point in the student‟s research.  

Generally, the supervisor encourages the student to read the most recent 

criticism on the chosen author(s) and text(s). Besides volumes of criticism, articles 

and reviews published in peer-reviewed journals are of high importance. They can 

reveal insightful readings of the texts that may be essential in the research. A 

question may arise here: how useful interviews of authors on themselves and their 

work are to the researcher. An author has the tendency of strongly opposing being 

framed as belonging to any literary or cultural movement. The author usually 

shows a highly personal view on his own work, which may not coincide with the 

critic‟s. Therefore, taking interviews for granted or completely relying on them 

during a doctoral research may lead the student to share the author‟s view 

undiscriminatingly and overlook other possible, plausible readings which the 

author may not have thought of.  

1.2. The comparative studies corpus 

A more challenging research could be based on comparing literary works 

from different periods of time or from the same time written by authors of different 

ethnic and cultural backgrounds. Engaging on this path of research could lead to 

elevating a less known author, to including him in a specific literary movement or 

to finding common characteristics between authors and works that apparently had 

nothing in common (i.e. they lived in different centuries, did not or could not meet 

or hear about one another). Comparing literary works within the corpus may 

enhance inter- and intradisciplinary views while disclosing unexpected connections 

between the works; it may help reconsidering and reordering the literary works of a 

certain period of time or across centuries.  

Comparing literary works may also include the discussion of the influence 

which an author may have had on generations of writers through translated work. 

Such a topic relates to particular receptions of authors in various countries 

throughout time. The reception of famous writers like William Shakespeare, Ernest 

Hemingway, Charles Dickens, George Eliot, among many others, in Romania or in 

any other country of the world is an example to the point. Studying the reception of 
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an author would lead to an interdisciplinary corpus in which not only literary 

works, but also critical articles, reviews, documentaries, historical documents, 

journals and letters may be included. The challenge of the interdisciplinary corpus 

lies in the production of new critical views that will grant more originality to the 

finished doctoral thesis. 

2. The cultural studies corpus 

Cultural studies is a diverse field of studies that examines representations of 

culture through a variety of academic theories. It is an inter-, but mainly, cross-

disciplinary field that draws from many different subject areas: sociology, 

anthropology, political science, history, gender studies, ethnicity, memory and 

trauma, urban studies, among other equally important ones. Cultural studies is 

generally concerned with the ways in which culture is constructed and organized as 

well as with the ways in which it has evolved and changed over time. Described as 

“culturescapes” (Vlad 7), the cultural studies components form a vast area of 

research and debate covering both elite and popular culture, both the growth of 

cultural, social, political institutions and their change or downfall. In this way, 

research in cultural studies will lead to the combination of fields like literature and 

linguistics, literature and history, literature and geography, literature and 

psychology; literature and the arts, politics, the environment, biology, medicine, 

without neglecting other sets of combinations like literature and food, fashion, 

material objects, music and many others. 

Generally seen as construction or institutionalization, depending both on 

politics and on the general necessity of organizing the cultural dimensions of 

everyday life, research in cultural studies entangles topics like race, ethnicity, 

gender, disability, each and every one looked at from the perspective of cultural 

constructs. Likewise, colonial and postcolonial systems are seen as 

institutionalizing specific relations among people and forming (or challenging) 

institutions that have led to multiculturalism and cultural hybridity.  

In the cultural studies field, the corpus is also hybrid, comprising 

publications from cross-disciplines, combining different fields of study through the 

lens of their specific institutions and through „culturescapes‟. A few examples to 

this effect are research topics that may connect: 

 literature with anthropology (e.g. ethnic and racial readings of particular 

texts);  

 literature with sociology (e.g. interpretation of literary texts through the 

existence of social classes, their struggle, growth, effects on culture and 

society); 

 literature with political science (e.g. influence of political views and 

systems or of media on literary texts); 

 literature with history (e.g. focusing on how historical events are 

represented in literature, how history can be fictionalized); 
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 literature and urban studies (e.g. revealing the relationship between space, 

living-in-space and urban development as illustrated in literature and/or 

film)  

Finally, after selecting the texts and setting up the corpus, there are a few 

check-up points which the student may reflect upon in order to make sure that the 

choice has been correct and the bibliography covers most of the points the student 

envisages for research. Answering the questions below is optional, but may be 

helpful:  

1. About the corpus: 

 Have I chosen the most relevant corpus/corpora? 

a) the theoretical corpus; 

b) the critical corpus; 

c) the literary corpus (the literary works); 

2. About the relevance of the corpus: 

 What is the relevance of the corpus/corpora? 

a) to the researcher? 

b) to the doctoral board? 

c) to the public when the thesis is disseminated?  

 

3. About the novelty/originality of the research: 

 What does the originality of the research consist in? 

a) What are the premises of the research?  

b) What is the purpose?  

c) What are the prospective findings?  

 

There are obviously many more queries that the doctoral student needs to 

find answers to before embarking on the research project. I hope that the ones 

tackled above are incentive enough to motivate the student to start a very pleasant, 

highly rewarding research, and not to dishearten him. 
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