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Thesis Statements

Every piece of writing has a guiding idea of some kind.  Personal narratives express something about an individual experience; lab reports explain what happened in an experiment and what conclusions can be drawn from it; argumentative papers take a stance and support that stance with evidence.  In academic writing, we usually speak of such guiding ideas as thesis statements.  The very word “thesis” means to many people an “argument,” a position you are trying to prove through your writing.  While many types of academic writing do require such argumentative thesis statements, you should remember that some of the writing you do in college—exploratory papers or creative nonfiction essays, for example—will not argue so much as explain, analyze, or muse.  Still, even these kinds of writing have certain ideas and images around which the entire piece is centered, and these centering ideas work as implicit thesis statements.

Sometimes you may sit down to write with an argument or central idea already in mind; other times you may simply try to generate material and discover what you want to say as you write.  It doesn’t matter whether you decide on a thesis before you begin the writing process or whether you don’t solidify it until a second or third draft; what’s important is that your writing ultimately has an argument or unifying theme of some kind.  You need to write a strong thesis statement to center you as you develop your ideas, just as your readers need to see a clear thesis to help them understand what you are trying to prove or explain.  An effective thesis statement is focused enough for the scope of the writing task at hand; arguable, so that it can engage many voices in an academic conversation; supportable, or based on more than personal conviction or opinion; and, in the best of worlds, personally interesting or meaningful.


A thesis statement can be a generative tool: you can test your thinking by writing your main idea or argument in a sentence or two.  You can return to your thesis as you write, refining it as your ideas grow and change.  A thesis is also an organizational tool for both writer and reader, lending you a focus as you develop your argument or idea and providing your reader with a guide to what you are trying to say.

Academic writing often addresses certain general questions at issue:

Questions of fact: What has happened? Why?

Questions of definition: What is the nature of something?  What does it mean?

Questions of value: What is the usefulness of something?  How can or should we judge it?

Questions of policy: What can or should be done?

When you write an academic essay, think first of a question about the subject matter that not only interests you personally but also opens up a line of inquiry that is focused and supportable.  Your thesis statement would then be an answer (or possible answer) to that question; this answer might take the form of a claim or a proposal.  As you gather evidence and generate examples to support your argument and ideas, you may find that your initial answer to the question at issue changes in some way; your thesis statement can change, too, to reflect your new line of thinking.

The thesis statement is integral to the other elements of good writing: for example, the central argument of an academic essay guides what kind of sources you use and how you decide to organize your evidence and ideas.

Generating a Thesis Statement


A focused, arguable, and supportable thesis statement develops from a more general topic.  Examples of topics are global warming, Ritalin use, and Shakespeare’s identity—broad categories that encompass numerous issues open to debate.  If you know your general topic but can’t decide on a specific thesis, don’t force yourself to formulate a thesis statement before you let yourself start writing.  Instead, brainstorm in whatever way is productive for you; you might freewrite, writing a paragraph or making a diagram in which you explore what you already know about the topic, what questions you have about it, and what associated ideas spring from it.  It’s helpful to think of your thesis as an answer to a question that might be asked by others who have read and studied the same information that you have.

Once you decide on a tentative thesis—a stance you want to take or a possible answer you wish to prove—write a rough thesis statement in a complete sentence (or two or three).  Your thesis statement will eventually include an assertion (your main argument or position) and a because clause (the primary reason that will support your assertion).  It’s important to highlight your primary “because” in your thesis itself so that your readers will know from the start the line of reasoning you’re planning to take.

Revising Your Thesis

As you begin to write a rough draft of your assignment, you may find that your thesis statement does not exactly say what you meant after all.  Be open to the possibility that your thesis statement might change as you continue with the assignment.  Changes might be small—you’ve decided to narrow your argument about global warming to look at one theory instead of three—or they might be radical, even involving embracing the opposite position entirely.  Don’t think that having to change your thesis is a sign that you have been following the “wrong” argument or that you’ve wasted research; instead, realize that since writing is inextricably linked to thinking, both your thoughts and your expression of them are subject to change.   Write a new thesis statement with a revised, clear assertion and main reason; then use the new thesis as a guide for more thinking, research, and writing.

Placing Your Thesis


By the time you have reached a final (or nearly final) draft, you should decide on the most effective placement of your thesis.  While thesis statements commonly appear in the introductory sections of argumentative essays, they may be delayed or even implied, depending on the audience and purpose of your assignment.  

You might delay your thesis statement, for example, when dealing with technically complex or historically rich subject matter so that you can give your readers enough background to understand the context of your argument.  Academic essays, especially those that appear in scholarly journals, often begin with a “review of the literature” section, which summarizes important research and hypotheses made by others on the general issue before introducing the writer’s own new argument.  

Implied, or unstated, thesis statements are tricky to manage in academic essays since academic writing is centered on argument and analysis: if your readers don’t know from the start what you want to prove to them, they can’t weigh your evidence against your proposal or easily follow the development of your ideas.  Still, if you feel your audience might be hostile to your argument, an essay with an implied thesis might persuade your readers by accumulating evidence without stating a position outright.  You are more likely to have an implied thesis in less formal college writing, such as a literary journalism piece or a personal narrative.  These kinds of assignments will not necessarily require you to state a thesis overtly, and in fact they may discourage you from doing so: “Because of this experience, I became a better person” is a thesis that’s better left unsaid—you’ll be showing this to your readers with imagery and details rather than just telling them.

Thesis statements most often appear in the introductory sections of academic essays not only to inform your audience of your argument (in order to guide their reading) but also to intrigue, to draw readers in with your original and perhaps controversial thinking.  One controversy you can avoid, though: there is no rule nor convention that dictates that a thesis statement must be the last line of the first paragraph (nor that the first paragraph is all that makes up an introduction).  Your thesis is not a thesis because of where you place it; your thesis becomes so by the focused, arguable way in which you present it.
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