Practice Writing Thesis Statements

AP Prompt: Morally ambiguous characters -- characters whose behavior discourages readers from identifying them as purely evil or purely good -- are at the heart of many works of literature. Choose a novel or play in which a morally ambiguous character plays a pivotal role. Then write an essay in which you explain how the character can be viewed as morally ambiguous and why his or her moral ambiguity is significant to the work as a whole. Avoid mere plot summary.
Mrs. Z’s Draft:
Hook (added after I outlined the essay): The inability to easily categorize a protagonist as inherently “good” or “bad” lends depth and believability to the character – it reflects reality in a fictional world.

Thesis: Zora Neale Hurston’s novel Their Eyes were Watching God presents the reader with a protagonist on a quest for self-awareness and fulfillment.  Along the way, Janie’s actions are at times admirable, and at other times reprehensible – making her a morally ambiguous character.  Her refusal to conform to stereotypes and expectations, along with her occasionally flexible ethics, are what propel Janie forward on her journey toward ultimately finding her own voice as an independent woman.  

Body 1: Discuss Hurston’s use of a frame story to present Janie as a morally suspicious character in the eyes of the town gossips. 

Body 2: Discuss how Hurston presents pieces of Janie’s back-story that help the reader to understand the morality and immorality involved with her upbringing – a grandmother who was a slave and wants nothing but stability for Janie (not love), a mother who was raped and isn’t part of Janie’s life, Janie’s burgeoning sexuality as symbolized by the pear tree, a husband who treats her as a mule…

Body 3 (The climax of the essay): Discuss Hurston’s ability to add depth to Janie through her moral ambiguity.  The reader sympathizes with, roots for, and loves Janie despite the fact that she abandons her first husband, humiliates the second on his deathbed, and kills her third husband.  Conclusion: Janie’s success in finding her voice as an independent woman is the ultimate outcome of a journey filled with gray areas: ethical and unethical decisions, moral and amoral actions, love and hatred, hope and fear; in short, it reflects the reality of the world as neither black nor white, even on a quest to reach for the horizons.  

