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The first thing is to know the difference between a topic and a thesis -- they're very different beasts. A topic is the broad area you're investigating; a thesis is a specific claim you're making and defending. Here's a typical topic: "American identity in Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf." Here's a typical thesis: "By naming the parents of an imaginary dead child George and Martha -- like the Washingtons -- and Albee suggests that their 'child' (America) is similarly stillborn." Note that a thesis statement takes the form of a declarative sentence. If you say, "I want to write about so-and-so," you probably have a topic; if you say, "I want to write that so-and-so is so-and-so," you're probably getting closer to a real thesis.

Another characteristic of theses is that they're controversial -- not in the way debates over welfare or abortion are controversial, but they have to be argumentative. A good test to see whether you're arrived at a worthwhile thesis: if a reasonable person can disagree with it, it's probably on-track; if no one in his or her right mind would argue with it, you're still too vague. No reasonable person would argue with you, for instance, if you said "Literacy is important in Frederick Douglass's Narrative." (A tip: avoid the word "important" in a thesis statement; it's almost always wishy-washy.) You need something capable of generating a debate; it has to pass the "Well, duh!" test. You want to be both precise and controversial.

Your thesis statement should usually come close to the beginning of your paper, but it doesn't have to be the very first sentence -- or even the very first paragraph, depending on the length of the paper. Sometimes it's wise to start with something else, the better to grab the reader's attention. But you should get to your thesis statement pretty quickly, so your reader knows where you're going.

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." That's not a case, only a general area. 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 everyone agrees on first sight, your thesis is too obvious, and not worth writing about. It also has to be something you can reasonably argue about: it's not enough merely to give an unsupported opinion. 

· Analytical, not evaluative. A college English paper isn't the place to praise or blame works of literature: theses like "Paradise Lost is an enduring expression of the human spirit" or "The Sound and the Fury isn't successful in its choice of narrative techniques" 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. 

· About the readings, not the real world. Never forget that books are books and, if you're in an English class, you're being asked to talk about them. Many books are unreliable guides to the real world outside the texts, and it's dangerous to talk about, say, Renaissance attitudes toward race based only on your reading of Othello. Talk about Othello. 

· 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).

Note, though, that just because the thesis should be at the beginning of the reader's experience, it rarely comes at the beginning of the writer's experience. My pals Jeannine DeLombard and Dan White offer this "important hint" for constructing a thesis: 

You do not need a refined thesis in order to start writing. If you begin with a provisional thesis and then do good and careful close readings, you will often find a version of your final thesis in the last paragraph of a first draft. Integrate that version into your first paragraph and revise from there. Do not worry too much about your thesis, therefore, until after you've written out your close readings! A good final thesis should emerge from, not precede, your analyses. 
Of course you have to know exactly what you're saying by the time you finish, but don't let that stop you from beginning to write. The fear of the blank screen — think of the old movie cliché of the would-be writer with the trashcan overflowing with crumpled paper — paralyzes too many people. Theses don't spring into being in their final form.
1. Think of your thesis as a project. It might be easiest to think about this project as having two parts: the first where you say something about the work at hand (a reading), and a second where you explain what the consequences or uses of this reading are. This approach can be structured as a brief formula: 

"I want to show you [something in the text] in order to say [something you should care about]." 

2. Your thesis should apply specifically and exclusively to the works at hand. If your thesis could apply to several other works in addition to the one(s) you are writing about, you need to narrow it down. 

The story of Kate Swift in Sherwood Anderson's Winesburg, Ohio tells us that communication is important. 

This thesis is so vague that you could plug in nearly any story and it would still work. 

3. Your thesis must not invoke or rephrase a cliche. 

The story of Louise Bentley is a perfect example of "once bitten, twice shy." 

4. Your thesis must not make any kind of claim about Society, The History of Mankind, People Since the Beginning of Time, All the People of the World, Everyone Who Ever Lived, etc. 

5. Your thesis must do more than express judgments about the characters in the texts. They are not human beings. They do not exist outside the text. They cannot change, no matter how much you may want them to. You may talk about them as having a psychology with motivations and feelings and the like, as long as this discussion is in service of a larger point and shows awareness that the character is a carefully constructed representation inside a carefully and deliberately constructed work. 

Instead of: 

The Reverend Hartman is a deeply frustrated man. 

Try: 

Sherwood Anderson uses descriptions of body parts, especially hands, to show that Reverend Hartman is a deeply frustrated man. 
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The best papers you can write for this class are ones that bring something new to our understanding of the works we are reading and watching. The best papers will try to teach us something we didn't already know, or will try to point out something we might have missed after only one or two readings. You may protest: "But smart critics have been writing about [insert text here] since long before I was born, and besides, we've been beating [insert text here] to death in class discussion for a week. There's no way I can say anything new or interesting about [insert text here]." These statements are wrong and unacceptably lame for at least the following two reasons. First, you're writing for a community that is, for the most part, new to these texts. There are lots of things your classmates do not know about them. Second, you come at these works with a unique set of experiences and interests--those interests will lead you to notice things in the texts that no one else will. The trick is to identify those things and to develop them into an essay. I've written down some brief thoughts on how to recognize and put to work original thoughts. Practice and prosper. 
1. Listen to the Texts. Many people make the mistake of thinking that disliking something means they don't have to pay attention to it. You have to pay attention to a text in order to say anything original about it. If a text or a film angers or bores you, become a connoisseur of anger and boredom. Develop a skill for expressing your hostility through an accurate and detailed critique, instead of a blunt and crude one. It's easier to pay attention to works you like, but it can be harder to keep at a good observing distance from them. In either case, keep in mind that just about everything you notice in these works is the product of a choice made by an artist and can be analyzed. 
2. Pay Attention to Your Reactions. As I've said before, most good papers start with a hunch, not a fully realized thesis. Most good papers start with... "I'm not sure why this is important, but it seemed strange to me that [fill in the blank]." It is imperative that you track down this hunch and write about it. While you are in pursuit of this strange thing that interests you, you may start to feel that you are B.S.'ing. This is perfectly normal and nothing to be worried about. Original thinking and B.S. are much more alike than you'd believe. 
3. Think Small and Specific. Focus on the details and let the big issues take care of themselves. Writing about trees in The Piano is more likely to generate something original than writing about true love in The Princess Bride. 
4. Be Patient. Don't expect to have something brilliant to say the instant you sit down at a computer. You need to take time to think, to plan, and most importantly, to write. Nothing generates ideas better than writing. A related rule: don't wait for a brilliant idea to come before you start to write. The ideas won't come, or if they do, they won't work after the first few paragraphs. Your thesis will change as your paper develops-- let it, and let the paper change again along with it. Do not assume that you will start with a master vision that will execute itself perfectly on paper and emerge fully intact 750 words later. 

5. Develop an Intolerance for the Uninteresting and Insincere. Learn to recognize the moments where you don't mean what you say, but are saying it anyway just to complete the structure of your argument. Remember that what bores you is even less interesting to your reader. 

