
How to Write a Compare Contrast Thesis 
The following are some crucial points in writing a clear and analytic thesis for Compare Contrast essays.   
 
Example Question: 
 
For several hundred years the Mongols ruled over both Russia and China.  After casting off Mongol 
domination, both areas began a process of political and cultural recovery.  Compare and contrast these 
processes in Russia and China. 
 
Things to Remember 

1. Note the key words in this essay prompt: compare and contrast.  This means you must write a thesis that 
expresses what China and Russia had in common and where they were different.  In short, your thesis 
must address the comparison. 

2. Your thesis (and essay) should stay within the parameters of the question or prompt.  An essay on the 
Columbian exchange should not deal with the Swahili Coast of Africa . 

3. Next, your thesis should state an opinion. Be bold.  Do not merely restate the question or one of its 
assumptions. To argue a point, you must first of all have one.  The following is not an acceptable thesis; 
it simply restates information given by the prompt: 

 
Russia and China both gained freedom from Mongol domination. 
 

4. Your thesis should contain the categories that you will use in the essay as evidence.  Do not do this: 
 
BAD 
The recovery of Russia and China after the Mongols had many similarities and differences.  
 
The above sentence is vague, wimpy, and is really just a restatement of an assumption in the prompt.  It is a 
fluttering of loose ends needing to be nailed down onto concrete categories.  Now look at this one. 
 
BETTER 
When Russia and China recovered from Mongol domination they had similar political goals but different 
cultural goals. 
 
This thesis is getting there.  It at least declares in general categories how the paths of China and Russia were 
different and how they were similar after the Mongols. It has broken down (analyzed) these things into 
categories that lend themselves to a well defined essay.  But it could be better.  Note the difference between the 
above thesis and the one below: 
 
BEST 
While both Russia and China built strong centralized governments after breaking free from the Mongols, 
Russia imitated the culture and technology of Europe while China became isolated and built upon its own 
foundations. 
 
Think about this thesis for a moment.  It directly addresses the comparison (tells what they have in common and 
where they were different.)  It contains the categories (political and cultural) on which the writer will hang 
relevant historical facts, and the terms (foreign influence and isolationism) on which the comparisons will be 
made.  These categories will form the paragraphs of the essay.  This thesis is a verbal engine sufficient to drive 
the type of essays that could generate an 8 or a 9 on your APWH test, providing you accomplish the other thesis 
requirements.  



How to Write a Thesis Paragraph (AKA Introduction) 
So how does a person write a comprehensive, analytical, and explicit thesis? What needs to be included? What 
is an “acceptable” thesis and what is an “unacceptable” thesis? Put simply, an analytical thesis will use specific 
details that will allow the reader to understand exactly what you are talking about. A good thesis is never just 
one sentence; it is a group of statements. Therefore, you will start with a general sentence, but you have to then 
follow it up with additional sentences that provide all the necessary elements described above. Together, these 
statements must  
 

• restate the prompt and define terms, context, and chronology of events under discussion  
• address each part of the question (include both a similarity and a difference or both a continuity and a 

change)  
• Make a transition statement to the body of the essay with a sentence like “The historical evidence would 

indicate that ...”  
 

A strong analytical thesis will serve as a “road map” for the remainder of your essay and show the reader that 
you are on target with answering the question.  
 
The Prompt  
Each AP World History Essay exam will have a prompt, or question, that you will write on. An example of a 
prompt would be this: Compare the economic, social, and political characteristics of ancient Mesopotamia 
and ancient Egypt.  
 
The first thing to remember is that when it says “compare,” what the prompt really means is for you to both 
“compare” and “contrast.” AP exam readers will expect you to know this! You will need to note both 
similarities and differences.  
 

The Thesis 
The first sentence of your thesis should be a restatement of the prompt.  
Before you begin writing, you should first underline important information in the prompt. In the sample above, 
you would want to underline the words social, political, economic, ancient, Mesopotamia, and Egypt. You will 
then use those words to create the first sentence of your thesis. Here is how that might look: “Two ancient 
civilizations, Mesopotamia and Egypt, created complex societies with distinct social, political, and economic 
characteristics.”  
 
The second sentence of your thesis should address both a similarity and a difference. You will simply list 
them in the thesis. Do not analyze them. Save them for analysis later in your paper. Here is how your second 
sentence might look: “One similarity is that both civilizations developed strong economies based on trade with 
other cultures. One difference is that the Mesopotamians traded with people across the Indian Ocean in South 
Asia, while the Egyptians traded with their neighbors to the south in Nubia.”  
 
The third and final sentence of your thesis should be the transition into your essay. It is here that you will 
help your reader get from your introduction into the bulk of what you have to say. Here is how your third 
sentence might look: “The historical evidence would indicate that the two civilizations of Mesopotamia and 
Egypt had some subtle differences, but were, for the most part, nearly identical.”  
 
In conclusion, here is what an entire thesis statement on this topic might look like:  
“Two ancient civilizations, Mesopotamia and Egypt, created complex societies with distinct social, political, 
and economic characteristics. One similarity is that both civilizations developed strong economies based on 
trade with other cultures. One difference is that the Mesopotamians traded with people across the Indian Ocean 
in South Asia, while the Egyptians traded with their neighbors to the south in Nubia. The historical evidence 
would indicate that the two civilizations of Mesopotamia and Egypt had some subtle differences, but were, for 
the most part, nearly identical.”  


