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1. Thesis: a general idea, about a text or topic, that functions as the main idea or proposition being argued. It should be (a) true, but (b) arguable--not obviously or patently true--and (c) limited enough in scope to be argued in a short composition and with available evidence. It should also get to the heart of the text or topic being analyzed (not be peripheral), be clearly and sharply stated somewhere in the essay (not just implied), and govern the whole essay (not disappear in places). 


2. Motive: the context or situation that the writer sets up for the thesis, to suggest why someone (besides your instructor) might want to read an essay about the announced topic--why the thesis needs arguing, why it's not just obvious. A problem, difficulty, dilemma, over-simplification, misapprehension, or violated expectation that the writer defines at the start of the essay, and to which the essay's thesis acts as an answer, solution, correction, or clarification.** 


3. Evidence: the reasons, facts, examples, or details, that an essay refers to, quotes, or summarizes to support its general ideas. There needs to be enough evidence to be persuasive; it needs to be the right kind of evidence to support the thesis (with no obvious pieces of evidence overlooked); it needs to be sufficiently concrete for the reader to trust it (factually true, too); and the evidence needs to be worked into the argument: it needs to be clearly connected to the thesis, so you see why it is evidence--what inference the writer is making from it. 


4. Keyterms and Assumptions: the recurring terms or oppositions that an argument rests upon, along with the unstated beliefs about life, or literature, reasoning, etc. that the essayist doesn't argue for but simply assumes to be true. An essay's keyterms should be clear in their meaning and appear throughout (not be abandoned half-way), and they should be appropriate for the subject at hand (not unfair or too simple--a false or constraining opposition). They should not be inert clichés or abstractions (e.g. "the evils of society"). An essay's assumptions, often implicit in its keyterms, should bear logical inspection, and be explicitly acknowledged if tendentious.*** 


5. Structure: the sequence of an argument's main sections or sub-topics, which should follow both logical and dramatic order. An essay's structure should be firm and clear--not vague, drifting, miscellaneous--but it shouldn't seem rigid or mechanical; and it should have a direction or development, not be simply a list or a series of restatements of the thesis ("Macbeth is ambitious: he's ambitious here; and he's ambitious here; and he's ambitious here, too; thus, Macbeth is ambitious"). And it should be supple enough to allow the writer to explore the topic's complexities, instead of only hammering home a thesis--to allow for twists and turns. (If the essay is complicated or long, its structure may be briefly announced or hinted at after the thesis, in a "road map" or plan sentence.) 


6. Complication: thoughtful twists and turns--shifts, resistances, or delays--in the argument. Of many kinds, two are (a) counter-argument, where an essay imagines possible objections to its thesis or to a sub-thesis, or confronts an emergent complication or problem or question ("but at this point a problem arises . . ."), or grants a concession ("admittedly . . ."), or clarifies or qualifies ("I am not suggesting here that . . ."), and (b) implication, where an essay draws out the wider significance of the argument it has made--what the foregoing argument (e.g. about a single aspect of a single text) suggests about the whole text, or about the author's work, or the genre, or the nature or literature, etc. 


7. Orienting: bits of explanation, information, and summary that orient the reader who isn't expert in the subject, that enable such a reader to follow the argument. Orienting takes many forms: necessary information about the text, author, or event in the essay's introduction; a summary of a text about to be analyzed; pieces of information along the way about passages, people, or events mentioned (including the kind of announcing or "set-up" phrases for quotations and sources described in Writing with Sources). 


8. Stitching: words that make connections between the parts of an argument, most commonly (a) by using transition (turning or linking) words to show structure--how a new section, paragraph, or sentence follows from the one immediately previous; but also (b) by recollection of an earlier idea or part of the essay, referring back to it either by explicit statement or by echoing key words or resonant phrases quoted or stated earlier. 


9. Sources: persons or documents that help a writer demonstrate the truth of his or her argument. Whether sources of opinion, information, applicable general concepts, relevant comparison, or some other thing, they need to be deftly integrated and fairly acknowledged. See Writing with Sources. 


10. Style: choices made at the word and sentence level that determine how a proposition is stated rather than what it states. Besides adhering to the grammatical conventions of standard English, an essay's style needs to be as clear and readable as possible (so nowhere confusing, verbose, cryptic, labored, overloaded, etc.), expressive of the writer's controlling intelligence and energetic interest in the subject (so not bureaucratic or clichéd, but rather conveying an individual presence), and apt in tone for its subject and audience. 

Elements of Earlier "Elements":
*The "analytical" essay and the argumentative aren't two different kinds. Every essay you write, if it is one, will be both an analysis and an argument--analysis being the activity of breaking a text or topic down into parts, to show how they make up a whole of a certain kind, and argument, the activity of persuading a reader that your analysis is just. 
**(from Motive) Why should your idea interest someone other than your instructor? Well, perhaps

· the truth isn't what one would expect, or what it might first appear to be on first reading; 

· there's an interesting wrinkle in the matter, a complexity; 

· the standard opinion of the text, or a certain published view, needs challenging or qualifying; 

· a simple or common or obvious-seeming approach to this has more implications, or explains more, than it may seem; 

· an approach to this that may seem irrelevant, isn't; 

· there's a contradiction or tension here; 

· there's an ambiguity, something unclear, that could mean two or more things; 

· this matter is difficult, or complicated, and needs some sorting out; 

· there's a mystery or puzzle or question here that needs answering or explaining; 

· we can learn about a larger phenomenon by studying this smaller one; 

· published views of the matter conflict; 

· this seemingly tangential or insignificant matter is actually important, or interesting. And so on. 

***(from Keyterms and Assumptions) Example of problematic keyterms: an essay arguing that Orwell isn't really a "political" writer but in fact a "moral" writer assumes too easily a distinction between morality and politics. Examples of deep assumptions that might underlie, for example, a literary essay: writers are products of their times; poems are written for posterity; there is a correct reading of a novel; literature is worth studying; etc. 

