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The Argument Pyramid 
 
 
One way to think about thesis creation is that you are building a pyramid.  Pyramids are 

structurally sound, architecturally-speaking, because they have broad, stable bases, and, as they 
get taller, become narrower and smaller, coming to a point at the top.  The base of your argument 
pyramid, so to speak, is comprised of all the close reading you do, finding a specific pattern or 
patterns in the text that you find interesting, strange, funny, or somehow noteworthy.  This is the 
observational component of your argument; it is the basis for everything else that happens in 
your argument, and it must come first. 

In the second step, you build upwards from your pyramid’s foundation, and, in a sense, 
narrow your argument.  That is, after taking the time to gather information—the observational 
foundation—you proceed to figure out how this information works.  This is the analytical 
component of your argument; you can think of it as the middle of the pyramid.  It rests on the 
observational foundation, and supports the third thesis component:  your interpretation. 

The interpretive element is the top of the pyramid.  It is the point, figuratively and 
literally, that your argument is building toward.  Without this point, the pyramid is unfinished.  It 
completes the argument, and, in fact, can only exist by the first two levels of the argument being 
properly constructed.    

 
     Interpretation 
 
    Analysis      Analysis 
 
 
 
 
     Observation 
 
 
Simple enough in theory, but, in practice, difficult to build.  It is time-consuming and 

labor-intensive to gather information, analyze it, and say why it matters, for the simple reason 
that in doing so, you, the writer, are working toward an original conclusion that may surprise 
you.  You are, in effect, learning about the text as you go, building up to an interesting and 
unforseen point at the top of the pyramid.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 

Instead of taking the time to build this pyramid, what people often do is start with 
something they believe to be true about the text, and proceed to gather supporting evidence.  This 
is the opposite of the pyramid technique.  In fact, in pictorial form, we can represent this method 
as an upside-down pyramid.  In this model, the pyramid balances on a pre-assigned, interpretive 
or analytical point, and is built out and up, by indiscriminately stacking various pieces of 
evidence on top of each other.    

 
  More Observation 
 
 
   Analysis?   Observation? 
 
 
 
 
          Interpretation/Analysis 
 
 
Obviously, a pyramid built on its point is not structurally sound or stable.  Indeed, these 

types of arguments tend to collapse under their own weight, meandering from one disconnected 
piece of evidence to the next.  And even if you manage to create an argument like this that 
doesn’t completely fall apart, it still will probably not be an interesting argument, in terms of 
interpretation or structure.  Interesting papers take the reader (and the writer) through a process 
of dialectic argument that builds to something unforseen or unexpected.  But in this model, 
nothing is unforseen:  the point is assumed at the beginning, and the rest of the paper/argument is 
merely an effort to prop this point up through sheer accumulation of “facts.”  These arguments, 
even if they make sense, are fundamentally boring.   

 
In short, build from the bottom and work up to your point! 


