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Longer Fiction or Drama I
Developing a Literary Thesis Statement

Developing a Literary Thesis Statement

The key word is interpretation. A thesis that states what happens in the text is not a
thesis; it is a summary. A thesis must say what the text means or does, which is by
definition arguable.

A thesis statement expresses an interpretation of a literary text and
requires defence through textual evidence.
It may preview the development or line of reasoning of that interpretation – but is
not required to list the reasons.



Longer Fiction or Drama I
Developing a Literary Thesis Statement

Summary against a literary thesis

SUMMARY A LITERARY THESIS

The narrator remembers her childhood home
and then learns that it has been sold.

By giving the memory more space than the
loss, the narrator makes the reader feel the
house as present before it is taken away.

reports what happens; every
paragraph can only report more

names a choice and its effect, so
the evidence is the text’s own shape

A literary thesis is about what the text does, not what it contains. That is also
what stops an essay drifting back into summary
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Exercises 2.1·2.2
2 Practice
2.1 State what a thesis statement expresses and requires. [2]

2.2 State what the CED explicitly does not require. [3]

2.3 A thesis is an interpretation.

(a) Distinguish it from an observation. [2]

(b) State the force of “may preview”. [1]

3 Exam-style questions
3.1 A thesis statement requires a defense through textual evidence and [1]

A a line of reasoning
B a bibliography
C a summary
D a title

3.2 The CED says a thesis statement [1]

A must list the elements to be analysed
B need not list them
C must name the evidence
D must be one word
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Solutions
Each answer shows the steps, then the result.

2.1

• an interpretation of a literary text; a defense through textual evidence and a line of
reasoning explained by commentary

2.2

• it need not list the points of an interpretation, the literary elements to be analyzed,
or specific evidence to be used

2.3

(a)

• an observation is checkable as true or false; an interpretation is arguable and needs
defending

(b)

• previewing is permitted but not required

3.1 A

• a line of reasoning

3.2 B

• the CED says it need not

3.3

(a)

• it announces topics rather than making an interpretive claim

(b)

• any arguable interpretation, e.g. “the poem’s shifting imagery turns the speaker’s
grief into something she can finally address directly”
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Exercise 2.3 (a)

2 Practice
2.1 State what a thesis statement expresses and requires. [2]

2.2 State what the CED explicitly does not require. [3]
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Exercise 2.3 (a)
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Solutions
Each answer shows the steps, then the result.
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Exercise 2.3 (b)

2 Practice
2.1 State what a thesis statement expresses and requires. [2]

2.2 State what the CED explicitly does not require. [3]

2.3 A thesis is an interpretation.

(a) Distinguish it from an observation. [2]

(b) State the force of “may preview”. [1]

3 Exam-style questions
3.1 A thesis statement requires a defense through textual evidence and [1]
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Exercise 2.3 (b)
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Solutions
Each answer shows the steps, then the result.

2.1
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reasoning explained by commentary

2.2

• it need not list the points of an interpretation, the literary elements to be analyzed,
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defending
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• previewing is permitted but not required

3.1 A
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3.2 B

• the CED says it need not

3.3

(a)

• it announces topics rather than making an interpretive claim

(b)
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grief into something she can finally address directly”
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Exercise 3.3 (a)

3.3 A student writes: “This essay will discuss imagery, structure and tone.”

(a) State why this is not a thesis. [1]

(b) Rewrite it as one. [2]
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Exercise 3.3 (a)
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Exercise 3.3 (b)

3.3 A student writes: “This essay will discuss imagery, structure and tone.”

(a) State why this is not a thesis. [1]

(b) Rewrite it as one. [2]
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Exercise 3.3 (b)
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