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Thesis Statements

When you are asked to write an essay that creates an argument, your reader will probably expect a clear statement of your position. Typically, this summary statement comes in the first paragraph of the essay, though there is no rigid rule about position. Note that the better example substitutes specific argumentative points for sweeping general statements.

It makes a definite and limited assertion that needs to be explained and supported by further discussion: 

	Trite, irrelevant
	Shakespeare was the world's greatest playwright.

	Intriguing
	The success of the last scene in Midsummer Night's Dream comes from subtle linguistic and theatrical references to Elizabeth's position as queen.


What does an essay outline look like?

Most essays outlines will never be handed in. They are meant to serve you and no one else. Occasionally, your professor will ask you to hand in an outline weeks prior to handing in your paper. Usually, the point is to ensure that you are on the right track. Nevertheless, when you produce your outline, you should follow certain basic principles. Here is an example of an outline for an essay on Hamlet:

	Thesis: Despite Hamlet's highly developed moral nature, he becomes morally compromised while delaying his revenge.

	I.
	Introduction: Hamlet's father asks Hamlet not only to seek vengeance but also to keep his mind untainted. (You will write more than one sentence to make a full introduction)

	II.
	Hamlet has a highly developed moral nature.

	 
	A.
	Hamlet is idealistic. (Plus supporting quotation)

	 
	B.
	Hamlet is aware of his own faults, whereas others are self-satisfied. (Plus supporting quotation)

	 
	C.
	Hamlet does not want to take revenge without grounds for acting. (Plus supporting quotation)

	III.
	Hamlet becomes morally compromised while delaying.

	 
	A.
	The turning point in Hamlet's moral decline is his killing of Polonius. (Plus supporting quotation)

	 
	B.
	Hamlet's moral decline continues when he sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to their death. (Plus supporting quotation)

	 
	C.
	Hamlet already began his moral decline before the turning point in the play, the killing of Polonius. (Plus supporting quotations)

	 
	 
	1.
	Hamlet treats women badly.

	 
	 
	2.
	Hamlet criticizes others in the play for acting falsely to get ahead, but in adopting the disguise of madness he, too, is presenting a false face to the world.

	IV.
	Though Hamlet becomes more compromised the longer he delays, killing the king would have been a morally questionable act.

	V.
	Conclusion: The play Hamlet questions the adequacy of a system of ethics based on honour and revenge. (Complete a full conclusion, including restating your thesis in a new and insightful way)


Using Topic Sentences

What is a topic sentence?

A topic sentence states the main point of a paragraph: it serves as a mini-thesis for the paragraph. You might think of it as a signpost for your readers—or a headline—something that alerts them to the most important, interpretive points in your essay. When read in sequence, your essay's topic sentences will provide a sketch of the essay's argument. Thus topics sentences help protect your readers from confusion by guiding them through the argument. But topic sentences can also help you to improve your essay by making it easier for you to recognize gaps or weaknesses in your argument.



Where do topic sentences go?

Topic sentences usually appear at the very beginning of paragraphs. In the following example from Anatomy of Criticism, Northrop Frye establishes the figure of the tragic hero as someone more than human, but less than divine. He backs up his claim with examples of characters from literature, religion and mythology whose tragic stature is a function of their ability to mediate between their fellow human beings and a power that transcends the merely human:

The tragic hero is typically on top of the wheel of fortune, half-way between human society on the ground and the something greater in the sky. Prometheus, Adam, and Christ hang between heaven and earth, between a world of paradisal freedom and a world of bondage. Tragic heroes are so much the highest points in their human landscape that they seem the inevitable conductors of the power about them, great trees more likely to be struck by lightning than a clump of grass. Conductors may of course be instruments as well as victims of the divine lightning: Milton's Samson destroys the Philistine temple with himself, and Hamlet nearly exterminates the Danish court in his own fall.

The structure of Frye's paragraph is simple yet powerful: the topic sentence makes an abstract point, and the rest of the paragraph elaborates on that point using concrete examples as evidence



How do I come up with a topic sentence? And what makes a good one?

Ask yourself what's going on in your paragraph. Why have you chosen to include the information you have? Why is the paragraph important in the context of your argument? What point are you trying to make?

Relating your topic sentences to your thesis can help strengthen the coherence of your essay. If you include a thesis statement in your introduction, then think of incorporating a keyword from that statement into the topic sentence. But you need not be overly explicit when you echo the thesis statement. Better to be subtle rather than heavy-handed. Do not forget that your topic sentence should do more than just establish a connection between your paragraph and your thesis. Use a topic sentence to show how your paragraph contributes to the development of your argument by moving it that one extra step forward. If your topic sentence merely restates your thesis, then either your paragraph is redundant or your topic sentence needs to be reformulated. If several of your topic sentences restate your thesis, even if they do so in different words, then your essay is probably repetitive.



USING QUOTATIONS

How much should I quote?

The focus of your essay should be on your understanding of the topic. If you include too many quotations in your essay, you will crowd out your own ideas. Consider quoting a passage from one of your sources if any of the following conditions holds:

1. The language of the passage is particularly elegant or powerful or memorable. 

2. The passage is worthy of further analysis. 

If an argument or a factual account from one of your sources is particularly relevant to your paper but does not deserve to be quoted verbatim, consider

· paraphrasing the passage if you wish to convey the points in the passage at roughly the same level of detail as in the original 

· summarizing the relevant passage if you wish to sketch only the most essential points in the passage 

Note that most scientific writing relies on summary rather than quotation. The same is true of writing in those social sciences—such as experimental psychology—that rely on controlled studies and emphasize quantifiable results. 



How do I introduce a short quotation?

The following offers just one way of introducing the above quotation:

The ancient Greeks never saw a need to justify wars that were waged outside the walls of the city state. As Hannah Arendt points out in On Revolution, "we must turn to Roman antiquity to find the first justification of war, together with the first notion that there are just and unjust wars" (12). Yet the Roman conception of a just war differs sharply from more modern conceptions.

Since the quotation is relatively short, the brief introduction works.

You could, however, strengthen your analysis by demonstrating the significance of the passage within your own argument. Introducing your quotation with a full sentence would help you assert greater control over the material:

The ancient Greeks never saw a need to justify wars that were waged outside the walls of the city state. In On Revolution, Hannah Arendt points to the role the Romans played in laying the foundation for later thinking about the ethics of waging war: "we must turn to Roman antiquity to find the first justification of war, together with the first notion that there are just and unjust wars" (12). Yet the Roman conception of a just war differs sharply from more modern conceptions.

In these two examples, observe the forms of punctuation used to introduce the quotations. When you introduce a quotation with a full sentence, you should always place a colon at the end of the introductory sentence. When you introduce a quotation with an incomplete sentence, you usually place a comma after the introductory phrase. However, it has become grammatically acceptable to use a colon rather than a comma:

Arendt writes: "we must turn to Roman antiquity to find the first justification of war  .  .  ."

If you are blending the quotation into your own sentence using the conjunction that, do not use any punctuation at all:

Arendt writes that "we must turn to Roman antiquity to find the first justification of war  .  .  ."

If you are not sure whether to punctuate your introduction to a quotation, mentally remove the quotation marks, and ask yourself whether any punctuation is still required.

Finally, note that you can deviate from the common pattern of introduction followed by quotation. Weaving the phrases of others into your own prose offers a stylistically compelling way of maintaining control over your source material. Moreover, the technique of weaving can help you to produce a tighter argument. The following condenses twelve lines from Arendt's essay to fewer than three:

What Arendt refers to as the "well-known realities of power politics" began to lose their moral legitimacy when the First World War unleashed "the horribly destructive" forces of warfare "under conditions of modern technology" (13).



What verbs and phrases can I use to introduce my quotations?

Familiarize yourself with the various verbs commonly used to introduce quotations. Here is a partial list:

	argues
	writes
	points out
	concludes
	comments
	notes

	maintains
	suggests
	insists
	observes
	counters
	implies

	states
	claims
	demonstrates
	says
	explains
	reveals


Each verb has its own nuance. Make sure that the nuance matches your specific aims in introducing the quotation.

There are other ways to begin quotations. Here are three common phrasings:

In the words of X,  .  .  .

According to X,  .   .  .

In X's view,  .  . .

Vary the way you introduce quotations to avoid sounding monotonous. But never sacrifice precision of phrasing for the sake of variety.



