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Vague Thesis: One of the most important parts of an organized, focused paper is the presence of a clear 
thesis that is carried through the whole paper. One way to think about this is that your thesis is the topic 
sentence of your paper; similarly each topic sentence in the body-paragraphs of your paper should, as a 
whole, add up to a coherent chain of ideas that proves, or otherwise supports, your thesis statement. 
 
A good thesis doesn’t just respond to a question in the most basic way, but gives a specific answer to the 
question (it does not just say what you are going to prove, but also hints at how). This not only makes 
your paper stronger, it also makes your job as a writer much easier. The clearer and more focused your 
thesis, the less material you have to slog through to support your position. A good, basic test for your 
thesis is if you can replace any of the names with another philosopher’s and have it still hold as true: not a 
good sign. You want your thesis to say something specific. 
 

Weak Thesis: “Hobbes disagrees with Aristotle about politics.” 
 
This is true, of course, but note that it doesn’t tell you anything about the essay that’s going to follow. 
More important, as a writer this thesis doesn’t help you keep your focus on a few specific points, or give 
you any critical angle to stand on. Lots of folks argued with Aristotle—why is Hobbes interesting? 
 

Strong Thesis: “Hobbes contests Aristotle’s understanding of politics by showing how speech—
the human capacity which Aristotle thinks makes us naturally suited for moral life—is actually an 
artificial skill that causes as many political problems as it solves.” 
 

This second thesis argues the same thing as the first, but does so in a specific, limited way. Note that by 
setting up a clearer, more specific thesis you are also making it easier for yourself as a writer to produce a 
focused essay. You no longer have to work so hard to explain all the features of the disagreement between 
Hobbes and Aristotle (there are many), but instead have given your reader a clear signal that you are only 
going to be answering a question about the conflict between Hobbes and Aristotle in a very specific 
way—here, with relation to language and its strengths and weaknesses. 
 
Summary v. Analysis: One of the most common mistakes in college essays is to try and answer a 
question by simply restating major points from a paper, rather than analyzing the content for the reader. 
Remember your goal is not to give a book report, but to convince your reader of some specific point about 
how the ought to be understood, or how a specific feature of a text is important for answering a question. 
 

Summary: Aristotle writes that “man is a political animal.”  He describes the way that the polis, 
the political community, comes from natural relationships. The first, most basic relationship is 
that of a man to his wife. The basic household is formed with the addition of a child and a slave, 
who provides greater economic stability. As households grow to have many generations, they 
naturally become villages, ruled by the eldest and wisest. Finally, a polis comes about, which 
Aristotle says is the highest form of human association. The polis is the highest form because it 
allows for the good life, which is based on living well and virtuously. 
 

This a perfectly good description of what happens in Aristotle’s Politics. The trouble is that it does not 
tell us why we should care about Aristotle’s politics, or how this part of Aristotle’s argument proves 
anything for your argument (it’s not apparent that the paragraph above is arguing anything.) Analysis, 
unlike summary, digs into the text to tell us what matters, not just what is said. 
 

Analysis: Aristotle writes “man is a political animal.” (Aristotle, 6) This short statement holds the 
key to understanding why humans need politics in order to be happy. Aristotle argues that 
humans naturally require partnerships to survive; something we see in the most basic partnership 
of man and woman for the procreation of the species. Humans are thus naturally social. Larger 
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partnerships, like the household and the village, provide economic stability and security, leading 
naturally to a more comfortable and secure lifestyle (ibid, 20). However, these partnerships 
cannot bring about the truly excellent life, which requires moral development. For Aristotle, 
human excellence requires living under good laws. To be good, it is not enough to merely do 
what your parents, or a village elder orders; one has to freely choose a moral life, as defined by a 
community of equals (ibid, 22-4). In other words, humankind needs politics to fulfill its highest 
natural purpose: virtue. 

Here the first statement that “man is a political animal” is explained in the context of a larger point about 
Aristotle’s philosophy. The analysis of a short passage in relation to other parts of Aristotle’s thought 
yields a specific conclusion. 
 
Opinion v. Argument: Another very common problem. Here thoughts and feelings are substituted for 
reasons and arguments.  

Opinion: “I feel that Hobbes is wrong to say that we should let the Sovereign make all the 
decisions about how a political community is run. While civil war is terrible, it is also terrible to 
have given up all of one’s rights. People need to be able to control their leaders.”  

The above is a perfectly valid opinion, but it fails as an academic argument. Most importantly, the writer 
does not give any reasons or evidence to support her position that can be evaluated by an outside reader. It 
rests on assertions, not explanations. 

Argument: “Hobbes makes many compelling arguments for the benefits of an absolute sovereign, 
however he does not adequately respond to theories that see divided rule as a source of strength, 
such as those of Machiavelli or Madison. While divided sovereignty is more vulnerable to some 
forms of conflict in the ways Hobbes argues, steady conflict allows for political energy, strength, 
and stability over time, reducing the threat of civil war or violent regime change. For this reason, 
Hobbes’ support of a single monarch is unconvincing.” 
 

The above statement gives reasons for disagreeing with Hobbes, and explains why a critical position is 
reasonable. Note that an argument is not always critical of an author. Sometimes the strongest sorts of 
arguments are about interpretation: 
 

Argument II: “Although the picture Hobbes paints of mankind is not flattering, it is a 
misunderstanding to describe his view of humanity as ‘evil.’ Evil is a quality of civil society for 
Hobbes, not nature; thus to say he calls mankind naturally wicked or sinful is a misinterpretation 
of his thought. It is more accurate to say Hobbes thinks our appetites, passions, and material 
needs, together with our uncertainty, inevitably draw us into war against our rational desire for 
peace.” 

 
Citing Lecture: This is a major temptation, but do everything you can to avoid it. It has the unfortunate 
effect of making you seem unsure of yourself. Note that in general, you don’t need to cite facts that are 
common knowledge, or that an educated person is likely to know. If you want to introduce a general 
feature of history but also want to support it without citing lecture, try grounding the idea in the text: 
 

Tacky: “Machiavelli lived during the Italian Renaissance, which was defined by the renewed 
interest in ancient Greek and Roman knowledge.” (“Lecture,” 11/12/13)    

 
Classy: “Machiavelli’s works reflect the Renaissance trend of returning to ancient Greek and 
Roman authors for philosophical insight and knowledge, something we see when he cites Rome 
as his primary example in the Discourses.” (Machiavelli, 5) 

This framing uses the text as a citation to support a detail or historical fact. For facts that are a little more 
obscure, a secondary source is fine—but try find one on your own: it shows initiative and that you are 
capable of finding an answer you need. 


