On Thesis Statements

Adapted from : http://www.csus.edu/englishta/In Class%20Activities/

Drafting/Thesis%20Statement%20Activity.docSunderman/English 1A

Why Is a Thesis Statement So Important?

Good question.  Our goal as writers is to give information to our readers that is interesting and easily understood.  The thesis statement is typically that one sentence that asserts the main point, and controls and structures the essay.  Without a strong, thoughtful thesis, your paper might seem unfocused, weak, and not worth the reader’s time. 

How Do I Write a Good Thesis Statement?

A good thesis statement will have the following characteristics:

1. A good thesis statement will make a claim.  You need to develop an interesting perspective on a topic that you can support and defend.  This perspective must be more than an observation.  “America is violent” is an observation.  “Americans are violent because they are fearful” posits an interesting perspective on violence in America.  It gives a possible reason WHY America is violent—a reason that can be supported and defended with specific examples.  You want to make sure that your claim is not too broad, and that you can successfully defend and support it in the required number of pages.  “Disease has shaped human history” is an impossibly large thesis.  It would be better narrowed down to a specific disease, a specific time period, and a specific way (or ways) that disease has shaped human history.  “In the mid-1980s, AIDS changed people’s attitudes about dating.”

2. A good thesis statement will inspire (rather than quiet) other points of view on a topic.  One might argue that America is violent because of its violent entertainment industry.  Or because of the proliferation of guns.  Or because of the disintegration of the family.  No reasonable person would argue that violence in America is good.  If your thesis is positing something that no one can, or would want to argue with, then it’s not a very good thesis.  Likewise, avoid thesis statements that are dead-ends.  “The speed-limit outside my house is 65 miles per hour.”  As a writer, there is nowhere to go with this.  A better thesis statement would be “The speed limit near my home should be lowered to fifty-five miles per hour for several reasons.

3. A good thesis will control the entire paper.  Your thesis sentence determines what you are required to say in a paper, and it also determines what you cannot say.  Every paragraph in your paper exists in order to support your thesis.  Accordingly, if one of your paragraphs seems irrelevant to your thesis, you have two choices:  get rid of the paragraph, or rewrite your thesis.  There is no third option!  Think of your thesis statement as a contract between you and your reader.  If you introduce ideas that the reader isn’t prepared for, or if you don’t develop the ideas presented in your thesis, you’ve violated the contract.

4. A good thesis will provide structure for your paper.  A good thesis not only signals to the reader what your main point is, but how you are going to develop that main point.  This can be signaled directly:  “American fearfulness expresses itself in three curious ways:  A, B, and C.”  This tells your reader you have three main points, and that they are going to be discussed in your paper in this order.  However, this kind of thesis statement may be too formulaic or too constricting for all papers.  You could instead say, “Americans are fearful, and this fearfulness manifests itself in the form of violence.”  The reader knows that you will then show examples of American fearfulness, and will tell how that fearfulness turns into violence.  Again, your thesis statement is a contract.  If you suggest a structure or a particular ordering principle and then abandon it, the reader will feel betrayed, irritated and confused.

The Thesis Statement Checklist

· Does my thesis sentence attempt to answer (or at least explore) a challenging intellectual question?

· Does the thesis statement address the assigned topic?  Will it allow me to fully explore and discuss all aspects of the essay prompt?

· Is the point I’m making one that would generate discussion, or is it one that would leave people asking, “So what?”

· Is my thesis too narrow?  Is it a “dead-end” statement?

· Is my thesis too vague?  Too general? Too broad?  Should I focus on some more specific aspect of my topic?

· Does my thesis indicate a direction and structure for my paper?
· Is the language in my thesis vivid and clear?  Is it formulaic, or is it engaging and interesting?

Some Common Problems with Thesis Statements

Note that the first example in each category is from a handout from UCLA’s Anthropology Department: write.oid.ucla.edu/handouts/Thesis_statement_anthro.rtf.

The second example in each category is written by me, but similar to some of the thesis statements I saw in past students’ timed writings about John Steinbeck’s novel, The Grapes of Wrath.
The summary thesis:

The book Nisa: The Life and Words of a !Kung Woman, by Marjorie Shostak, relates a !Kung woman’s memories and stories from her childhood and adult life, connecting her personal experiences with the traditions and practices of !Kung culture.

The Grapes of Wrath, by John Steinbeck, depicts the struggles of the Joad family and the plight of displaced migrant workers during the Great Depression.  

Note that this second sentence is perfectly fine as a sentence located somewhere in the introductory paragraph, but it is not an analytical thesis statement. Why not?  What’s missing?
Proving the universal:

The story of Nisa demonstrates that despite very different cultural practices and means of subsistence, women experience very similar emotions and share similar concerns.

The story of the Joads demonstrates that in times of hardship, many families suffer emotional as well as financial consequences.

Reader response: “No duh.  Tell me something I don’t know already!”
The overly general or vague thesis:
Comparing the games of Dani children and American children demonstrates that, from an early age, people learn the values and practices of their culture.

Steinbeck uses many literary techniques to help convey his attitudes on the causes of, and solutions to, the social problems that plagued migrant workers in the 1930’s.

Reader response: “Well, sure, but which literary techniques?”

The cliché thesis:

The story of Nisa/the Joads/[insert protagonist name here] demonstrates that love and an indomitable human spirit can overcome life’s sorrows and hardships.

Reader response: “Excuse me while I gag.”

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Thesis Analysis, Part One: What’s the prob?

Identify the problem(s) with each weak thesis statement below.  Refer both to the numbered items in “How Do I Write a Good Thesis Statement?” and to the list of common problems with thesis statements to help you diagnose and describe the problems.

1. The Iliad tells the story of the Trojan War.

2. Auden’s “The Shield of Achilles” is an anti-war poem.
3.  Auden’s “The Shield of Achilles” shows the reader that war can be devastating.
4. Both Homer and Auden use words and images to describe their visions of the Shield of Achilles.
Thesis Analysis, Part Two: What works?

Consider and discuss: What works well about these student-authored thesis statements?

More federally funded research is needed to determine the feasibility and usefulness of this technology [stem cell research]. In the meantime, Congress should encourage a discussion among politicians, scientists, ethicists and the public to draft consistent and coherent laws to deal with the increasingly controversial ethics of genetic research.

Although the philosophy of Transcendentalism was developed over 100 years ago, it has sustained in America and has influenced contemporary media. This influence can be seen in the movie Whale Rider and the book Life of Pi, both of which have a main character who exemplifies qualities of a Transcendentalist. 

[Steinbeck] argued against the inhumane way a man treated one of his own kind and through his symbolism, character development, and depiction of industrialization, he asks his readers to recognize the detrimental effects selfishness brings upon society and to reform that society.
