Spring 2012, Composition 1, Prof. Scanlan
The Thesis and the Argument:
The first step to writing a research paper is to absorb and summarize. Thus, the beginning thesis for your research paper might begin as a general statement:

Ex. 1: I want to investigate the history and culture of Times Square.

Then, as your paper takes shape, you notice that there might be too much summary and not enough of your own ideas. What you need is a stronger thesis to direct the research and the writing. You need a thesis that is an argument.

Argument: Subject of contention, or debate, or discussion of a question. Think of an argument not as a battle, but as a contest between ideas.

In order to help your research paper move from a series of linked summaries to a paper in which you have a stake, in which you synthesize different ideas, use this thesis setup: While X, I think Y.

Ex. 2: While others have argued that a changing business climate altered Times Square, this essay will explore two New York City mayors who significantly changed the look and feel of Times Square.

Or

Ex. 3: My research essay explores the ways in which two New York City mayors significantly changed Times Square from a “den of iniquity” to a Disney playground.

In these two thesis statements, you are making the claim that out of all the plausible factors that have caused Times Square to change, two mayors are the most important.
Where can you go to find more examples? Look in your Dwell textbook. Especially read “East Harlem Develops, And Its Accent Changes,” by Timothy Williams and Tanzina Vega (267). Notice how the first paragraph provides descriptive images, the second paragraph focuses on the main topic, and the third paragraph provides a clear thesis. 

ALSO: Make sure to address the “SO WHAT?” question. A paper that says, “I want to examine the history of Times Square” does not even ask “so what.” The two longer thesis statements are much better, but they could use one more sentence that explains why reading their research essay is worthwhile. So, not only should you ask yourself this question when writing this essay, you should answer it, and you should answer it accurately.
