The Thesis Statement and Essay Organization
An analytical essay on a literary topic is a genre of its own and requires special attention to detail. Yet, analytical essays of the sort you do in English classes need to be precisely argued—you might imagine them to be plotted in the same way a story is. The bedrock of any good literary analysis are the twins observation and analysis. Summary, especially insofar as it adds nothing to analysis, should be avoided at all costs. 
Observation

Hemingway uses a lot of “and-s” in his prose. 

Hemingway’s sentence structure is usually very straightforward.

Hemingway is a post-WWI writer.

Hemingway is concerned with the American psyche. 

Analysis/Interpretation

The use of “and-s” creates a feeling of space and openness.

The straightforward sentence structure creates a feeling of certainty, of solidity.

. . .

. . .

Thesis

While Hemingway’s prose creates both a sense of openness and solidity, his dominant stylistic devices are not opposed to one another. Instead, the apparent contradiction of, on the one hand, openness and space, and on the other, solidity and certainty, helps him more accurately depict his overriding interest in the forthright and frank post-war American personality.

Let’s look at the individual features of this sample thesis. Note that I don’t get into the specifics of the stylistic devices I’m working with. Instead, I describe them in a strong, definitional way (open, solid, certain). I point out an apparent contradiction in my descriptive definitions. And finally, I associate my reading of these devices with a larger interpretation of the piece. 

A thesis, apart from having certain salient features (described below), should also highlight the organizational principles of your essay—it should create a path through the woods of evidence, as it were. Let’s look at the sample thesis again, focusing on what a hypothetical paper about this topic might look like, organizationally speaking. Let’s say that you’re writing a four-page essay on the topic of how Hemingway’s style carries meaning, using the thesis above. You should be able to construct a logical outline for your essay based on that thesis. Think about the length requirement of the assignment: four pages equates to approximately nine paragraphs. 

	Paragraph #
	Content based on thesis

	1 and 2
	Introduction. Using the thesis above, you might want to point out the fact that Hemingway’s style is important in the first place, and that you’re interested in the “post-war American” quality of his work.

	3 and 4
	Describe the key features of Hemingway’s style in terms of your later argument and your overall interpretation of the work:
Hemingway’s prose creates both a sense of openness and solidity”

	5
	Point out how they appear contradictory:
“an apparent contradiction…”

	6
	Argue how they are in fact not contradictory, given your overall interpretation of the work: 
“openness and solidity” should be interpreted as “forthright and frank”

	7 and 8
	Elaborate on the significance of this interpretation for the work as a whole:
“the post-war American personality”

	9
	Conclusion


From Jack Lynch’s Online Guide to Writing an “A” English Paper:

A good thesis is: 
· Argumentative. It makes a case. That's the biggest difference between a thesis and a topic—a topic is something like "Slavery in Huck Finn” or “Calandra’s use of Platonic dialogue.” These aren’t cases, only general areas. A thesis, on the other hand, makes a specific case; it tries to prove something. One way to tell a thesis from a topic: if it doesn't have an active verb, it's almost certainly still a topic. 

· Controversial. That doesn't mean something like "Abortionists should be shot" or "George W. Bush's election was illegitimate"—it means that it has to be possible for an intelligent person to disagree with your thesis. If an intelligent person is unlikely to consider the question at all, it’s not worth writing about. If everyone agrees on first sight, your thesis is too obvious, and not worth writing about. 

· Analytical, not evaluative. A college English paper isn't the place to praise or blame works of literature or judge the moral validity of an argument: theses like "Paradise Lost is an enduring expression of the human spirit" or "’Angels on a Pin’ successfully highlights the importance of absolute truth in the sciences” aren't appropriate. That's the business of book reviewers. No need to give thumbs-up or thumbs-down; evaluate the work on its own terms. The “controversial” examples, above, are also evaluative instead of analytical.

· Specific. It's not enough to deal in vague generalities. Some students want to write their paper on man and God, or on the black experience in the twentieth century. Both are far too nebulous to produce a good paper. Get your hands dirty with the text. 

· Well supported. That's the key to the rest of the paper after those first few paragraphs. 

The thesis statement should appear very close to the beginning of the paper. Some professors want it in a specific place—often the last sentence of the first paragraph. That's as good a position as any, but I prefer not to be rigidly formulaic in such matters. In any case, though, the thesis statement should be very near the beginning (in the first paragraph or two). 

An insight into how professors assign grades: I usually have a good idea of what a paper's going to get by the time I finished the first page. If you give me a solid thesis right up front, you've probably earned at least a B. Use the beginning of your paper wisely! 

For more great tips, see the complete guide at:  http://www.andromeda.rutgers.edu/~jlynch/EngPaper/ 

