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Crafting a Thesis Statement

In an essay that is a response to a prompt about literature, the “thesis” will (1) state the topic and (2) offer your explanations or assertions about that topic. The thesis, which may be expressed in more than one sentence, forecasts or offers the reader a map/guide to your discussion. Think metaphorically: the meaning of the story is like a fabulous but unfamiliar city—to get to it you need a map (a thesis), which is not just any map but one that is specific, because it details various roadways and unified, as the map pulls city and outlying areas together.
In a literary essay, do not confuse the thesis with the theme. The theme is the message, the truth (about life or human relationships) that the author of the story or play wants to convey. The thesis is your theory of how the author conveys that theme through the device of irony, point-of-view, contrast (or conflict), setting, motif, or symbol.
 
To create a THESIS…
 means you must create an assertion about a text which is…
(1)   not an announcement of a topic (“Sometimes some of the characters are amoral.”)

(2)   not just a statement of fact about a topic (e.g. “Jane Austen wrote many books about women and their morals.” or “Hemingway uses short sentences.”

(3)   not a mere suggestion of a topic (“Readers are interested in moral characters.”)

BUT
(4)   the main idea about the topic (e.g., “Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice demonstrates how class prejudice is a two-way street between the snob and the snubbed.”) The thesis is a statement about statements: “Hemingway’s stories helped create a new prose style by employing extensive dialogue, shorter sentences, and strong Anglo-Saxon words.”*

 

This main idea…
(1)   may take a stand or offer an interesting conclusion, judgment, or interpretation and is

(2)   non-obvious; it is an idea that deserves discussion. In a literary essay it answers the question, “What is this story about?” not “What happens in the story?” It shows that SOMETHING IMPORTANT is at stake; without your help, readers would not be able to consider a rich interpretation of the story.

 

This strong idea is…
(1)   restricted,

(2)   specific, 

(3)   unified, and

(4)   can be supported by specific relevant and sufficient evidence (i.e. summaries, paraphrases, and quotations) from the text discussed.

 

 Now you can check to make sure your thesis is NOT…
a. a vague suggestion (“Many characters in the story are duplicitous.”) 
b. an indisputable statement of fact (“Calhoun escapes the bonds of marriage for a sea adventure.” This belongs to the category of “My dog has fleas.” 

Both a and b are too simplistic to be effective in engaging the reader’s curiosity. They do not answer the question, “So what?” 
c. Avoid statements of the obvious: “This story has symbols that the author uses to symbolize ideas.” Or “It goes without saying that 20th century authors felt alienated from mass culture.” (If it goes without saying, don’t say it!) A strong thesis may contradict an expected or widely anticipated or accepted view. 
d. Don’t assert an idea without giving any directions as to where the discussion of that idea will go. Readers should know from your discussion why its analysis is needed; it may show us results, provide us with a new view, promote a novel idea, raise a previously unnoticed idea, dilemma, or question. Words such as because, since, so, although, unless, however, nonetheless, as a result, contrary, in spite of, and others which show relationships between parts may help in the formulation of your thesis. 
e.  The thesis/forecast gives the scope, purpose, and direction of your discussion and identifies the relationships between the pieces of evidence you will examine. (Prompts often help you with these determinations; they may tell you to examine a certain number of characters, to discuss a narrow array of techniques or devices, to limit your scope to one act or to one scene, and so on). 
A debatable thesis statement

Like any argument paper you have ever written for a composition course, you must have a specific, detailed thesis statement that reveals your perspective, and, like any good argument, your perspective must be one which is debatable. 

Examples:
You would not want to make an argument of this sort:

Shakespeare's Hamlet is a play about a young man who seeks revenge.
That doesn't say anything-it's basically just a summary and is hardly debatable. 

A better thesis would be this:

Hamlet experiences internal conflict because he is in love with his mother.
That is debatable, controversial even. The rest of a paper with this argument as its thesis will be an attempt to show, using specific examples from the text and evidence from scholars, (1) how Hamlet is in love with his mother, (2) why he's in love with her, and (3) what implications there are for reading the play in this manner. 

Here are a few examples of literary thesis statements:

· In D. H. Lawrence's story 'The Odour of Chrysanthemums' the inability to understand, to clearly see another's point-of-view, is represented by the motif-symbol of darkness.

· "In A Man for All Seasons, the contrast of the symbols of water and land represent a conflict between society's changing trends and the timeless unchanging world of God.
· In "The Story of an Hour," Chopin poses a troubling question: Does marriage inevitably encourage people to "impose [their] private will upon a fellow-creature" (537)?
· A Streetcar Named Desire asks whether or not it is truly the "fittest" who "survive" in contemporary America.
Note: Thesis statements (and your entire research paper) are written in the present tense. 

The idea is that any time you read a book, it is a new and unique experience.
Name_____________________________  Text/Author_____________________________________________

Thesis Brainstorming

1. Create 2 guiding questions about your text. A guiding question answers, “What do I want to know more about in this text?”

1)

2)

2. Consider your reading notes, and all the important themes, characters, narration methods, plot, etc. that you’ve already identified.  Remember that theme, plot, characters, and structure are inseparable; all of these elements help to inform and reflect back on each other. Also, be aware that no one element ever completely explains the story. It is simply one of the elements that make up the whole.
1)

2)

3)

3. Now, using the attached Thesis Test sheet and this worksheet, brainstorm 3-5 working thesis statements.  These may be about similar aspects as you learn how to craft the wording, may be about a variety of ideas, or may include a bit of both.  
Note: these are working thesis statements. You’ll narrow it down soon.
1)

2)

3)

4)

5)
Thesis Test

1. Have I taken a position that others might challenge or oppose?

· If your thesis simply states facts that no one would, or even could. disagree with, it’s possible that you are simply providing a summary, rather than making argument.

2. Is my thesis statement specific enough?

· Thesis statements that are too vague often do not have a strong argument. If your thesis contains words like “good” or “successful,” see if you could be more specific: why is something “good”: what specifically makes something “successful”?

3. Does my thesis pass the “so what?” test?

· If a reader’s first response is, “so what?” then you need to clarify, to forge a relationship, or connect to a larger issue.

4. Does my thesis pass the “how and why?” test?

· If a reader’s first response is “how?” or “why?” your thesis may be too open-ended and lack guidance for the reader.  See what you can add to give the reader a better take on your position right from the beginning.

For further thesis guidance see Chapters 9 (p. 336-368) and 10 (p. 369-400).

Helpful Thesis Websites:

* http://www.rscc.cc.tn.us/owl&writingcenter/OWL/WritingLitAnalysis.html
http://faculty.valenciacc.edu/vcrampton/examples_of_acceptable_thesis_st.htm

http://www.gpc.edu/~lawowl/handouts/patterns.pdf

http://www.south.mccsc.edu/~cgardner/thesis.htm
http://www.unc.edu/depts/wcweb/handouts/thesis.html
