(Most Readers Wouldn’t Notice It But…)
Good Thesis Statements

WEAK: By telling the story of Westley and Buttercup's triumph over evil, The Princess Bride affirms the power of true love.

STRONG: Although the main plot of The Princess Bride rests on the natural power of true love, an examination of the way that fighting sticks (baseball bats, tree branches, and swords) link the frame story to the romance plot suggests that the grandson is being trained in true love, that it is not natural but socialized.


WEAK:  Of Mice and Men explores the dangers of solitude.

STRONG:  In Of Mice and Men Steinbeck uses the behavior of Curley’s wife and images of nature to reveal that, for human beings, solitude is unnatural and destructive.

Weird is good.  Mostly, your thesis should be specific enough that it isn’t just producing the same paper everyone else could write. 

The “Magic Thesis Statement”

By looking at _____, we can see _____, which most readers don't see; (this is important because _____.)*

*This last part—“this is important because”—can wait until your conclusion, but good papers always figure this out.

(  (  (  (  (
Examples in this case:

By looking at the way Shylock asks questions in Act X, scene X, we can see that Shakespeare is rejecting the idea religion leads people to act morally. 
By looking at the images Bassanio first uses to describe Portia, we can see that for Bassanio, love for people and love of money are inseparable.  This is important because… 

A Valuable Test:  Do I have a weak thesis?

If it would work for other books, it’s not going to be great.

Take both of the “weak” examples from the flip side.  Now plug in other books…

By telling the story of Romeo and Juliet's/Jessica and Lorenzo’s/Gilgamesh’s triumph over evil, the story affirms the power of true love.

Romeo and Juliet/The Merchant of Venice/Catcher in the Rye explores the dangers of solitude.

Not good.  

Now check this out.  

Although the main plot of Romeo and Juliet rests on the natural power of true love, an examination of the way that fighting sticks (baseball bats, tree branches, and swords) link the frame story to the romance plot suggests that the grandson is being trained in true love, that it is not natural but socialized.

In Romeo and Juliet Shakespeare uses the behavior of Curley’s wife and images of nature to reveal that, for human beings, solitude is unnatural and destructive.


See what I mean?  These don’t work.  A strong thesis can’t just be planted on another text.

Adapted in part from Erik Simpson at 

http://www-personal.umich.edu/~esrabkin/thesis5ways.htm

