Thesis Writing

So you have to come up with an ARGUABLE thesis regarding the rhetorical strategies utilized in your chosen work. Where do you begin? Well, start by asking yourself these questions:

1. Out of all the rhetorical strategies and persuasive appeals used in your piece, what is most prevalent or purposeful? Where does a theme or pattern make itself known?

2. What is the author’s purpose in writing this piece? How did he/she accomplish that purpose through the use of the literary devices, rhetorical strategies, or methods of persuasion?

3. How does (or doesn’t) the speaker meet the needs of the audience? How does the context of the speech play into the delivery style and content?

From there you should be able to come up with a simple statement that sums up how the author 
achieved his purpose. Keep in mind some of the key elements of Rhetorical Analysis (Backpack Writing 161-163) and see “Make an analytical claim” on page 188 in your textbook:

A. An Arguable Thesis

B. Attention to the Language of the Text 
C. Attention to Patterns or Themes used by the speaker
D. A Clear Interpretation about the effect of the Delivery on the audience
Your thesis (or working-thesis, since you are still in the beginning of the drafting process), should be relatively specific but not so detailed that you limit yourself where you can’t write 4-6 pages on your chosen speech. Generalized, nondescript statements don’t give you enough to work with in terms of the content of your paper. Remember, your thesis is the DRIVING FORCE of every paragraph, every sentence, every word of your paper, so you need to write it in such a way that it becomes a MAP for the rest of your paper. You will NOT be writing about absolutely EVERY rhetorical strategy used in your selected nonfiction speech, but you are trying to arrive at a single interpretation, a possibility, if you will, about your text and about your speaker’s approach to persuasion.
Furthermore, most writing generally uses rhyme, meter, imagery, simile, metaphor, stanzas, characters, themes, settings, parallelism, anecdote, allusion, and so on. While these terms are important for you to use in your analysis and your arguments, that they exist in the work you are writing about should not be the main point of your thesis. Unless the poet or novelist uses these elements in some unexpected way to shape the work's meaning, it's generally a good idea not to draw attention to the use of literary devices in thesis statements because an intelligent reader expects a poem or novel or speech to use literary of these elements. Furthermore, a thesis that claims an author uses rhetorical strategies to prove his or her point isn’t argument, as we all understand that that would also be true. Therefore, a thesis that only says a work uses literary devices or only uses them to prove a point isn't a good thesis because all it is doing is stating the obvious, leading the reader to say, "so what?"
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Crummy, Bland Thesis: 

Dorothy Parker's "Résumé" uses images of suicide to make her point about living.

However, you can use literary terms in a thesis if the purpose is to explain how the terms contribute to the work's meaning or understanding. Here's an example of thesis statement that does call attention to literary devices because they are central to the paper's argument. Literary terms are placed in italics. 
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Better Thesis:
In "Résumé," Dorothy Parker subverts the idea of what a résumé is--accomplishments and experiences--with an ironic tone, silly images of suicide, among other elements, such as witty rhymes, to point out the banality of life for those who remain too disengaged from it.
This thesis does more than say certain literary devices exist in the poem; it argues that they exist in a specific relationship to one another and makes a fairly startling claim, one that many would disagree with and one that the writer will need to persuade her readers on.
