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Characteristics of compelling thesis statements
Jo Beld, Department of Political Science, St. Olaf College
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 In Writing and Thinking in the Social Sciences, Sharon Friedman and Stephen Steinberg define a thesis statement as  “a unifying idea, expressed in one or two clear sentences, that asserts or argues a major point about the subject”  (1989, p. 11).   I like this definition because it conveys the point that your task in a social scientific essay is almost always to make an argument or defend a point of view.  Even ostensibly descriptive papers and essays have to do more than convey collections of facts.  The writer must make a case for a particular set of facts as the most important, or for a particular framework to govern the choice of facts to present, or for a particular interpretation of the facts -- because facts do not speak for themselves.  It is the thesis statement that turns a collection of facts into a claim.  The thesis is the engine that drives the academic paper.  A compelling thesis statement in a social scientific work conveys the central argument of the paper in a clear and convincing way and is essential to effective writing in the social science disciplines.  

A compelling thesis statement in a social science paper has several characteristics:

(1) It makes a claim, advancing an argument that you will defend in the paper.

(2) It previews the corroboration (evidence and reasoning) you will offer in support of that claim.

(3) It is comprehensive, addressing all the major supporting arguments you will offer.

(4) It is stylistically clear and colorful.

(5) It is concise.
Below are some details on each of these points.

(1)
A strong thesis makes a claim.  A social scientific claim carries a “burden of proof.”  It implicitly requires the writer to provide reasons and to supply and interpret evidence in substantiation of the claim being made.  

One way to test whether or not your paper has a claim-style thesis is to see if you could word it as a sentence that begins as follows:

“In this paper I will argue that….”

You don’t need to actually phrase your thesis that way in the final draft of your paper (though many writers do, and it is quite helpful to the reader).  I’m just suggesting this as a way to ensure that your thesis really is a claim, no matter what the phrasing looks like in your final draft.

It is helpful to distinguish a claim from an agenda.  An agenda basically says, “In this paper I will discuss the moral objectivist perspective” (or whatever the main topic of the paper is).  While that may be a useful thing to tell the reader, it is NOT a thesis because it does not make a claim; it simply identifies the topic(s) you plan to address.

(2)
A strong thesis previews the corroboration the author will provide.  Ideally, the thesis (or the sentences immediately following the thesis) will include a summary of the principal reasons the author will offer in support of the claim he or she is advancing.  Here’s a great example of a thesis statement that provides both the claim and a preview of the corroboration, excerpted from Chapter 7 of Susan Moller Okin’s book, Justice, Gender and the Family:

“[In this chapter] I argue that marriage and the family, as currently practiced in our society, are unjust institutions.  They constitute the pivot of a societal system of gender that renders women vulnerable to dependency, exploitation, and abuse.  When we look seriously at the distribution between husbands and wives of such critical social goods as work (paid and unpaid), power, prestige, self-esteem, opportunities for self-development, and both physical and economic security, we find socially constructed inequalities between them, right down the list.”

In just three sentences, Dr. Okin does the following:

· She states her main argument (marriage and the family, as currently practiced in US society, are unjust). 

· She introduces a theoretical framework that informs her argument (the social construction of gender inequality). 

· She previews the kinds of evidence (corroboration) she’s going to provide (distribution of work, power, opportunities for self-development, etc.) to substantiate her argument.

Even in relatively short essays, a good thesis will do the same.  It’s the “take-home message,” the conclusion you want your readers to reach after they’ve reviewed your evidence and argumentation.

(3)
 A strong thesis is comprehensive.  By this I mean that it ties together all the points you plan to make in your paper.   This isn’t always easy to do.  In some assignments, students are asked both to identify and to evaluate a particular moral theory embedded in an article or interview.  Many students focus their thesis just on the identification component of the assignment.  A more comprehensive thesis would have referenced the evaluative component as well.  

(4) A strong thesis is clear and colorful.   Concrete, colorful, active language works best.  A little startle value doesn’t hurt either.  You want your readers to sit up and take notice, and maybe even say, “Really?!  Wait a minute!  Show me!”  Again, I think Okin’s thesis meets this test (marriage is unjust?!).  So does the thesis Arlie Hochschild advances in Chapter 2 of The Second Shift (the thesis is italicized):

The exodus of women into the economy has not been accompanied by a cultural understanding of marriage and work that would make this transition smooth.  The workforce has changed.  Women have changed.  But most workplaces have remained inflexible in the face of the family demands of their workers, and at home, most men have yet to really adapt to the changes in women.  This strain between the change in women and the absence of change in much else leads me to speak of a ‘stalled revolution.’” (p. 13) 

(Note that you could paraphrase her thesis as suggested above in Criterion 1:  “In this chapter I will argue that the strain between the change in women and the absence of change in much else constitutes a ‘stalled revolution.’”)

(5) A strong thesis is concise. A short statement is more easily remembered and can be reiterated elsewhere in the essay so you keep bringing your readers back to your main point.  A longer, more complex essay might need a couple of sentences to do the job (as in Okin’s example above), but her essential point – that marriage in the contemporary US is unjust – is quite succinct.  

This is a tall order!  It can be difficult to meet all five criteria simultaneously, and you might have to make some modest tradeoffs among them.  The “conciseness” criterion is especially challenging when paired with the “comprehensiveness” criterion.  That’s why a thesis statement can extend to two or (as in the Okin example) even three sentences for longer works.  But it’s good to aim for a single sentence if you can, especially in shorter papers, in part because it forces you to highlight what’s truly essential about the argument of your paper.

Examples

Below are a few examples of statements that are, respectively, (1) not really a thesis, (2) a bare-bones thesis, (3) a better thesis, and (4) a really strong thesis.  Each is adapted from an actual thesis offered by a former student.

(1)
“In this paper, I will examine and evaluate my respondent’s ethical framework.”  


By itself, this isn’t really a thesis statement – it’s an agenda, or a work plan for the paper.  It tells the reader what topics the writer will address, but it doesn’t advance a claim or state an argument.  If you see something like “good agenda, but not a thesis” in red pen somewhere on your paper, it means you haven’t really told me what argument you’re going to defend; you’ve just told me what topics you’re going to write about.

(2)
“My respondent’s system of ethics is primarily utilitarian.”

This is better than Example 1 because it’s a bona fide claim; the writer has to demonstrate that he’s identified his family’s system accurately, using evidence and reasoning (Criterion 1).  It’s also very clear (Criterion 3) and concise (Criterion 5).  But it doesn’t indicate the kind of corroboration the author will provide (Criterion 2).  Nor does it reference the evaluation component of the essay (Criterion 4).  So it’s a good start, but incomplete.

(3)
“It is clear from her focus on motives instead of actions or consequences, on character instead of action-guiding principles, and on her parents as moral exemplars, that my respondent operates from a virtue-based framework.”

This improves on Example 2 because it gives a summary of the reasons (corroboration) the author will offer to substantiate her claim that her family uses virtue ethics.  So it meets Criterion 2 as well as Criteria 1 and 3.  It could also meet Criterion 5 if it was shortened:  “It is clear from her focus on motives, character, and moral exemplars that my respondent operates from a virtue-based frameworkHowever, even with that improvement, this thesis doesn’t meet Criterion 4; it references only the first part of the author’s essay.

(4)
“My respondent has adopted a pluralistic ethical system, blending aretaic ethics with Rossian rule-deontology, which nicely combines the importance of doing the right thing with the importance of having the right character to do it.”

This thesis comes closest to meeting all five criteria for a compelling social scientific thesis.  It’s a claim with some corroboration built right in; it’s clear and imaginative (I particularly liked “Rossian rule-deontology”!); it is comprehensive in that it both identifies and assesses the kind of ethics exemplified in the writer’s family; and it’s reasonably concise, given everything it accomplishes.  It could be split into two separate sentences, which would give it a little more stylistic punch, but it works pretty well as a single sentence.

These guidelines for a good thesis are not necessarily unique to the social sciences.  Similar guidelines might be appropriate for some kinds of papers in the humanities (for example, history, philosophy, or English) or in the natural sciences.   Still, they are distinctively social-scientific in nature, and you should find them helpful in papers you write for most assignments in the social sciences or in interdisciplinary courses with a strong social science component (as in Family Values).  As ever, please let me know if you have questions or would like my feedback on a draft.

And just for fun – look back to the first paragraph of this handout and see if you can identify the thesis statement.  Does it meet all five criteria?

