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THE THESIS STATEMENT 

 

The thesis statement is the key to a paper. Before you begin an essay, you must know 

what you are writing about (the topic) and what you think about it (the thesis statement). 

 

A thesis statement is an opinion you have formed or a judgment you have made based on 

your experience or reading. It is also your controlling idea. The information in your essay 

must fit the thesis perfectly, like a key fits a keyhole. Use the following reminders to 

check yourself: 

 

• Am I able to support my thesis statement? 

 

A thesis should fit the knowledge you have or can obtain. Be sure that the 

material necessary to prove your statement or justify your opinion is available to 

you. You should have an idea of what you can and cannot back up from your 

research. If not, you may need to go back to the library or your computer and look 

for more evidence. 

 

• Is my thesis statement a fact or an argument? 

 

Make sure you are actually taking a side with your thesis statement and not just 

simply stating a known fact. For example, the statement Racism in America today 

is a problem is not much of an argument. A more effective thesis statement would 

be Racism in America is less / more of a problem today than in the past, because 

of… Remember, the thesis statement should lead to a discussion. 

 

• Is my thesis statement specific enough? 

 

The thesis statement narrows the focus of your paper to a specific issue 

concerning your topic. You must think of a statement that restricts the discussion 

to just one or two related areas. If you have a very large topic, such as politics, the 

thesis statement would need to be very specific, or else the length of the paper and 

research necessary would become prohibitive. 

 

• Does my thesis statement answer the reader’s mental questions of “who,” “what,” 

“when,” “where,” and “why.” 

 

It should be clear from your thesis statement exactly what issue you are 

addressing, what you think about that issue, and why it is important. The thesis 

statement is the starting point for the discussion (the body of your paper), and it is 

important that the reader is not lost at the beginning. If it is a complex topic, some 
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explanation might be required. Your introduction is a good place to include 

background information. How much you include depends on your audience and 

its knowledge of your topic. 

 

HOW TO FORMULATE A THESIS 

STATEMENT: 

PROGRESSING FROM A QUESTION 

 

Formulating a thesis statement can prove to be a difficult task. To make this task a bit easier, 

approach it with a question about the topic you’re writing about. For instance, if you’re 

assigned to write a paper about John Milton’s Paradise Lost, you could ask yourself the 

following questions. 

 

Does Milton truly “justifie the wayes of God to men?” 

How does the imagery change as the poem progresses? 

What does Milton’s portrayal of Eve/Satan/Adam/God say about that character?  

What rhetorical devices does Satan use in his attempt to persuade Eve?  

 

To formulate your thesis statement, answer one of the questions you ask yourself about your 

selected topic.  

For example:  

If you choose to answer the first question, your thesis statement may look something like 

this:  

Milton opens Paradise Lost with a claim that, with his epic poem, he will “justifie the wayes 

of God to men.” However, Milton’s portrayal of Satan has quite the opposite effect, causing 

the reader to empathize with Satan rather than with God.”   

OR  

Milton opens Paradise Lost with a claim that, with his epic poem, he will “justifie the ways 

of God to men.” Some claim that Milton’s portrayal of Satan has the opposite effect, causing 

the reader to empathize with Satan rather than with God. However, Milton’s odd choice of 

point of view does, indeed, justify the ways of God by providing contrast and highlighting 

Milton’s concept of free will.  

It’s important to note that neither of these thesis statements are simple answers to the 

questions above. “I think Milton justifies the ways of God to men.” Is not a thesis statement. 

A thesis statement must provide the reader with evidence as to why they should believe the 

argument to be true.  


