
Romeo and Juliet: Then and Now 

 

Prompt: Some of the topics addressed in The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet include young love, 

family relationships, reckless passion, revenge, hatred/intolerance, and fate. These concepts may 

also play into the lives of young people today. Consider the elements of Shakespeare’s drama 

that are still meaningful to modern teenagers, and write a multi-paragraph argumentative essay in 

response to this question: How is Romeo and Juliet still relevant to modern audiences?  

 

Think/Plan:  How do you write an entire multi-paragraph essay in response to this prompt?  First, 

you have to address the question, which means thinking about where you see some of these 

elements in your own life. Do you know anyone like Mercutio -- one of those guys who is pretty 

smart and highly verbal but is often goofing around or teasing his classmates…maybe making 

life difficult for his math teacher? Or maybe you know a young couple like Romeo and Juliet 

themselves: So passionately infatuated that they “hang out” together all the time, alienate their 

other friends because they are so consumed with each other, and begin to lose touch with other 

aspects of their lives like family or sports or school. Speaking of family, maybe you have 

witnessed a situation where one person wasn’t from a “worthy” family, so parents got involved 

and prevented a child from associating with someone from that family. Consider the issues that 

Shakespeare dealt with in his play that are still meaningful, the ones that remind you of your own 

life and experience. In order to write an entire essay, you’ll have to identify a few such 

similarities and specifically identify places in the text of the play where those topics are 

addressed. It’s a good idea to outline your ideas before you begin writing. 

 

Write: Follow the traditional academic essay structure. Include these elements.   

 

 Introduction 

o “Hook”: Capture attention in a way that relates to the question you’re answering. 

o Background Information: Provide enough so any reader could understand.  

o Thesis/Primary Claim: CLEARLY restate and answer the question with a 

single sentence. (You may refer briefly to supporting claims that will be addressed in the body 

of the essay, but including them all as part of this one sentence may be too complicated.) 

 Supporting Claims: Support your thesis with 3-5 statements or propositions that you 

develop in the body of your essay. These supporting claims may serve as topic sentences 

for body paragraphs. Restate the main question within these claim statements to remind 

the reader that your response is developing an argument in support of a primary claim 

that you made in the opening paragraph. 

 Textual Evidence: Develop each supporting claim with short quotations from the play 

that illustrate issues that are still relevant to modern audiences. Ideally, there will be at 

least two such pieces of textual evidence to develop each supporting claim. 

 Cite Sources: There are a couple ways to let your reader know where the textual 

evidence is found. Use one of them: 

o In Act II, Scene 6, Friar Laurence says…. 

o “The sweetest honey is loathsome in his own deliciousness” (Act II, Scene 6). 

 Explain/Reasoning: To illustrate that the textual evidence is still relevant, provide 

specific, actual examples from the modern world and your own experience that mirror the 

issues in Romeo and Juliet. Explain why Shakespeare’s words are still applicable in 

modern times. Be careful of generalizations like these: “Teenagers always….,” or “We 

all know that teenagers….”  Actual examples and specifics are better. 

 Counterclaims: Address/rebut them where appropriate.  

 Conclusion: Restatement of thesis and supporting claims, closing sentence (“clincher”). 

 



Model Supporting Claims (Topic Sentences/Transitions) – Restate/Answer 
 One issue from Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet that is still relevant to modern teenagers is…. 

 _____________________ is something that both Romeo and modern teenaged boys understand. 

 Teenaged girls today would completely understand Juliet’s conflict with _________________. 

 Another contemporary issue addressed in Romeo and Juliet is _____________________. 

 

Questions from the Writing Lab (2013) Revised: 

 
Q: Should we have just one main way that modern teenagers are like Romeo and Juliet and then support it 

with lots of different examples, or should we have lots of different ways that modern teenagers are like 

Romeo and Juliet and support them with separate examples?   

A: Either way will work, but you have to have enough content to generate an entire essay. Let’s say, for 

example, that you claim this: Modern teenagers still appreciate Juliet’s conflict with her parents. How 

many pieces of textual evidence (actual quotations from the play) can you find to support that? You need 

at least two (2) separate examples for each body paragraph, so if you are going to make that your primary 

claim, you would need about ten different examples from the play to support it.  

 

Q: Do we name names in our modern examples?  

A: It’s probably better to use nicknames or aliases just so you don’t embarrass anyone (although if you 

described their behavior well enough, we’d probably know who you’re referring to anyway). Also, it 

would be good if you could find stories and modern examples that aren’t just about people in this class. If 

you use current news items, make sure to cite the sources. 

 

Q: Do we need a quote from the play in every body paragraph? 

A: Yes. In fact, you need TWO (2) quotes from the play in every body paragraph. (If there is only one 

example to support your claim, it is a weak claim at best.) But make the quotations SHORT and to the 

point! Long, unrelated, copy-and-paste passages of text do nothing to help your argument, and Utah 

Compose will mark you down for all those Shakespearean words it doesn’t recognize. Use quotations 

purposefully, not just for the sake of filling up space. 

 

Q: How long does it have to be? 

A:  Can I just pause here to say, yet again, how much I hate this question?  It has to be long enough to 

support your argument with as many reasoned examples as you can come up with.  The more you have, 

the more convincing your argument is, and therefore the higher score you will get.  So, I’ll answer your 

question with one of my own: How good do you want your essay to be?  If you want a D, make it about a 

paragraph long with no specific examples. If you want an A, about six fully developed paragraphs is 

probably the minimum. There is no length requirement, but in order to be a quality argument, there has to 

be enough substance to your paper to support your claims.   

 

Q: Why were you being so mean to Jordan in 3rd period? 

A: Because his writing is full of enthusiastic vapors and unnecessary adjectives.  Here’s an example:  “In 

Shakespeare’s sublime drama Romeo and Juliet, the wonderful characters are developed in a most 

convincing and fabulous way.  It is just so super how this magnificent writer can make us feel the same 

amazing sensations that his characters were feeling even though we are in a completely different time and 

place. This kind of great and massive talent is especially apparent in Act I when the exceptional Romeo 

first encounters the exquisite Juliet, who is astonishingly great and wonderful.”  C’mon, man, you’re 

makin’ me puke! Quit trying to pad your writing with effusive adjectives just to make it sound like you 

are saying something important. Clear, simple statements backed up by clear, simple examples and 

explained with clear, simple reasoning will get you much farther than this kind of happy crappy. 

 

Q: Can we see one of those annotated examples you are so good at providing? 

A: Yes, but this one is from the parent perspective because if I show you one from the teenager 

perspective you will steal it. The model starts on the next page.  It has lots of annotations in brackets [like 

this] to illustrate the elements that your paper should also include.  (But you do not need to label your 

paper with annotations in brackets.) 



Romeo and Juliet: Then and Now 

[Annotated Model] 

 

[Attention Getter] “Out, you greensickness carrion! Out, you baggage! You tallow-face! 

Hang thee…Disobedient wretch!” Such strong words express anger and insult in no uncertain 

terms, but they take on tragic proportions when a father shouts them at his little girl. 

[Background Info] This, however, is exactly what happens in Romeo and Juliet, a well-known 

Shakespearean tragedy, when Juliet defies her father’s wishes. Although he is never completely 

aware of Juliet’s true feelings about most things, Capulet is a protective father who is happy 

when his will is done but given to fits of rage when it is not. [Thesis/Primary Claim -- restates 

the question and answers it] Although the world now is a very different place than when 

Shakespeare wrote Romeo and Juliet, the play is still relevant because Lord Capulet embodies 

fatherly emotions that dads from any time period can appreciate. 

 

[Supporting Claim #1] Like many modern dads who have daughters that are getting 

close to dating age, Capulet is especially protective of his thirteen-year-old daughter. [Textual 

Evidence with Citation] While talking to Paris, who wants to marry Juliet, Capulet says, “The 

earth hath swallowed all my hopes but she…She is the hopeful lady of my earth” (Act I, Scene 

2).  This means that all his other children have died, which would not have been uncommon in 

those days, so he is especially fond of Juliet.  [Explanation/Modern Example] I remember once 

when a boy “asked out” my own daughter when she was in the 8th grade, at which point I said it 

was fine with me if they went “out,” but I would be going with them. That took the fun out of it 

for them, and they both lost interest after that. My daughter told me much later that throughout 

high school, every boy she ever went to a dance with was terrified to come to our house because 

I always had to go over my List of Rules with them…while sharpening my collection of butcher 

knives. [Reasoning] Because the overprotective father is such a recognizable character, it has 

become a stereotype. We see it in movies like Meet the Parents, Father of the Bride, and Taken, 

all of which portray fathers who will go to ridiculous lengths to ensure the happiness and safety 

of their daughters. [Counterclaim/Rebuttal] Some might say that Capulet and the fathers in 

these movies are exaggerations and that no real dad would go to such lengths, but if you ask the 

fathers of girls, you will find that while their actions may not be so extreme and dramatic, their 

protective feelings certainly are. [Textual Evidence] Capulet certainly illustrates this when he 

tells Paris, “My child is but a stranger in the world. She has not seen the change of 14 years. Let 

two more summers wither in their pride ere we think her ripe to be a bride.”  [Reasoning] Many 

a heated family discussion has surely lasted into the late night hours over just who those 

daughters are allowed to date, how late they can stay out, and the age of the boys they are 

allowed to associate with. In modern terms, Capulet is telling Paris, “She’s too young,” and that 

is something dads throughout history have expressed. [Textual Evidence] Capulet does not, 

however, send Paris away completely dissatisfied because he likes him. While he won’t force 

Juliet to marry at such a young age, he invites Paris to a party to meet Juliet, and he encourages 

him to compare her to all the other pretty girls to see if she is really the one he desires. Capulet 

says, “Woo her, gentle Paris. Get her heart. My will to her consent is but a part.”  In other words, 

if Juliet wants to marry Paris, he will support the marriage. [Reasoning] This shows that he 

believes Paris is a fine gentleman who would make an excellent husband for his child, but at this 

point he still respects her wishes enough to let her make her own decisions. Most of us know that 

fathers always check out their daughters’ suitors, asking questions about their schooling, jobs, 

families, and culture. Clearly Paris has passed all these “tests” in Capulet’s eyes.  As a father, I 

respect and understand his decisions here. [Conclusion Sentence] All the topics addressed in 

Capulet’s first conversation with Paris are concerns shared by modern fathers. This fact 

illustrates one way that Shakespeare’s themes are still relevant today. 
 

 



 

[Transition/Claim #2] Another aspect of Capulet’s personality that many modern fathers 

relate to is the frustration caused when a child does not appreciate his efforts on the child’s 

behalf.  [Textual Evidence with Citation] When Act III, Scene 5 begins, Capulet finds Juliet 

crying, and he seems genuinely concerned for her well being: “How now? What, still in tears? 

Evermore show'ring? In one little body thou counterfeit'st a bark, a sea, a wind… Who, raging 

with thy tears and they with them, without a sudden calm will overset thy tempest-tossed body.” 

[Reasoning] This illustrates his concern for Juliet, and he does not want to see her crying 

anymore. No father does. We want our children to be happy, and it is common knowledge that 

many fathers have a special place in their hearts for their daughters. [Transition]  

In fact, Capulet’s desire to see Juliet smile leads him to change his mind and grant Paris her hand 

in marriage, even though he said earlier that she was too young. [Textual Evidence with 

Citation] In Act III, Scene 4, he says, “I will make a desperate tender of my daughter’s 

love…Thursday, tell her, she shall be married to this noble earl.” [Reasoning] Capulet believes 

that a marriage to a good-looking, rich, noble gentleman will make his daughter forget her grief 

(which he incorrectly believes is caused by the death of her cousin Tybalt). After all, why 

wouldn’t it?  Most girls would jump at the chance to marry such a fellow, but, like Capulet, 

fathers sometimes forget that to the child, freedom of choice is more important than the product.  

And Juliet has, unbeknownst to Capulet, already chosen Romeo. [Transition] This is when 

Capulet’s rage-a-holic tendencies burst out. [Textual Evidence] Juliet refuses to marry Paris: 

“He shall not make me there a joyful bride!” and he rages at her: “Hang thee young baggage! 

Disobedient wretch…It makes me mad./Day, night, hour, tide, time, work, play,/Alone, in 

company, still my care hath been/To have her matched.” [Reasoning] Like most fathers, Capulet 

has worried all her life about making sure that when he is gone there would be a good man to 

take care of his daughter. This man, in his view, is Paris. Much as most modern fathers are 

protective of their daughters, particularly when boyfriends are involved, Capulet has chosen 

Paris for Juliet because he loves her, not because he is being unreasonable. [Modern 

Comparison] When my own daughter lived at home, I sometimes felt the same way. She would 

casually assume that it was okay for her to make plans with her teenaged friends instead of 

spending time with her family. I remember shouting: “You know, young lady, your mom and I 

work hard to provide you with all the conveniences of your life: a cell phone, a car to drive, a 

fridge full of food! It isn’t too much for us to ask that you eat at home once in a while!” The time 

period is different, and of course I would never try to force her to marry someone she didn’t 

know, but I completely understand how Capulet feels in this scene. Sometimes fathers get mad 

because they care about their kids more than the kids can imagine. [Counterclaim/Rebuttal] 

Some might say that Capulet is a hypocrite because he changes his mind about allowing Paris to 

marry Juliet, but we have to keep in mind that Capulet knew nothing about Juliet’s marriage to 

Romeo. If he had known that she was already in love and married to someone else, even 

someone he disapproved of, he probably wouldn’t have forced the issue as he did, and he 

certainly wouldn’t have planned a wedding to Paris for the next day. [Conclusion Sentence] On 

the surface, Capulet is usually viewed as an unreasonable villain because of what he demands 

from his daughter, but he still deserves the benefit of the doubt, which he will get from many 

modern dads. 

 

[Conclusion] Romeo and Juliet is still relevant to modern fathers because they 

completely understand Capulet’s protective feelings for Juliet, as well as his frustration and 

anger when his efforts are defied. We’ve been there, and we know the pain and frustration 

brought on by love for our kids. Even though his actions contribute to her death, Capulet can’t be 

held completely accountable because he didn’t know the whole story. He was doing what he 

thought was best for her. So, while you can blame him for his unkind words, you can’t blame 

him for the tragedy of Romeo and Juliet. 


