101 – Heather G. S. Johnson


Weak Thesis Statements  

According to Writing Analytically, by David Rosenwasser and Jill Stephen:

The five kinds of weak thesis statements are ones that:


1. Make no claim

2. Are obviously true or a statement of fact

3. Restate conventional wisdom 

4. Offer personal conviction as the basis of the claim
5. Make an overly broad claim  (78)
For this paper, we can add a sixth type of weak thesis:
6.  Makes a claim that can’t be supported with the type of evidence used (claims that we require, for example, scientific research or expertise in a particular field).

Sometimes these kinds of weak thesis statements are caused by phrasing, and a little creative reorganization/rephrasing of the thesis statement can fix the problem (for weak thesis #6, try to restate your thesis as a cultural claim).  However, more frequently, they’re caused by lack of development.   Here are some things to try if your thesis is weak:
1.  Go back to your inquiry question and ask it again.  Ask the question again, assuming that your first answer just isn't good enough, that the answer has to be deeper than that.  Try a follow-up question, like "How?" "Why?" "To what extent?" or "In what way?"  (Remember how Girard answered the question “What do we eat?” simply first, then realized that answer just didn’t really get at the problem?)


2.  Go back to the evidence.  Look for an anomaly-- something that doesn't fit with your thesis so far.  Rework your thesis so that it still accounts for all of your "old" evidence, but can explain this new piece of evidence, too.
3.  Force yourself to be specific—locate any vague terms that you’ve used in your thesis (especially verbs) and really think about what they should be.  Assume that it isn’t just a phrasing problem, but that you haven’t thought through your subject enough yet.

4.  Try on a different perspective—consider:  could you argue the opposite perspective?  What would the opposite perspective be?  Can you integrate parts of that perspective into the thesis itself?
5.  Sometimes you just need to scrap an old thesis that isn't going anywhere.  Try keeping your evidence (your patterns, etc.), but rethinking what that evidence means.  Maybe there's another way to look at all that evidence?  You might try asking a different inquiry question about that evidence.

In your group, working with one person at a time, go through these steps:

1.  Read your intro/thesis statement out loud to your partners.

2. Discuss the introduction.  What was your strategy when writing the intro?  Explain your logic to your partners—tell them why you wrote it the way that you did.  Have them give suggestions.

3. Discuss the thesis statement:  does it fall into the “weak thesis statement” categories listed above?

4. No matter how good you think the thesis is, have your partners help you to try one of the solutions listed above (1-4 only, for now).   
5. As a group, see if you can rewrite the thesis so that it is at least a little better. 
