What IS a Theme Anyway?

“Theme is the central idea or message of a literary work. It is not the same as a topic or subject, which can be expressed in a word or two: courage, survival, war, pride, etc. The theme is the idea the author wishes to convey about that subject. It is expressed as a statement about life or the human condition. A literary work can have more than one theme, and most themes are not directly stated but are implied. The reader must think about all the elements of the work (literary devices/conventions/author’s choices) and use them to make inferences. 

For example, if love is a topic/subject of two novels, a major theme in one of the novels could be “Love, if taken to extremes, can be negative rather than positive,” while in the other novel, the theme might be “Love can conquer even the greatest evil.” Notice that the topic/subject is the same, but the messages about that topic/subject are different in different works.
	A theme IS (
	A theme IS NOT! (

	An observation 

· It makes a comment about the way things appear to be in reality

Original and thoughtful

· It should be something that you find interesting, something a bit philosophical whose wording you have come up with by yourself 

General, about reality 

· It translates the characters and plot into generalizations such as “people, or “parents” or “raising a child” etc. 

Reasonable

· It uses terms like “sometimes,” or “often,” or refers to limited circumstances, to suggest a more realistic view of the variety in life
	A moral or command

· It doesn’t tell us how to behave by using words like “should” or by commanding

A common saying

· It isn’t trite, it’s not cliché, or a maxim, or an aphorism like, “Actions speak louder than words,” or “Absence makes the heart grow fonder” 

Specific to the text 

· It doesn’t refer to the specific characters and plot in the text (but your textual evidence will!)
Absolute 

· It doesn’t use works like “all,” “none,” “everything,” or “always,” because that kind of statement is rarely true, and usually impossible to prove 


Reminders & Sample Theme Statements

	Do…
	Well-Written Statements

	Draw  general insight from a character’s behavior
	Loyalty to a partner may be more difficult in high-stress situations

	Use qualifying words in a thematic statement, such as sometimes, can, may, and often
	Poverty may transform honest people into criminals

	Express the theme as an insight into life
	Gossip can cause serious damage to a person’s reputation

	Express the theme in your own words
	People who commit crimes may be punished in unexpected ways 

	Express the theme as a general comment on a subject
	People with realistic goals tend to be more successful than those who put little thought into their futures


	Do not…
	Poorly Written Statements

	Express the theme as a subject or topic
	The theme is goals for the future

	Express the theme as an adage or familiar cliché/saying 
	Crime doesn’t pay

	Express the theme as a moral
	It’s wrong to gossip about people

	Make a thematic statement too general. Avoid broad generalizations with words such as everyone, always, never, and all
	Poverty causes crime

	Refer to specific characters in a theme
	Fortunato learned not to trust others around him
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A Theme IS
An observation 

· It makes a comment about the way things appear to be in reality

Original and thoughtful

· It should be something that you find interesting, something a bit philosophical whose wording you have come up with by yourself 

General, about reality 

· It translates the characters and plot into generalizations such as “people, or “parents” or “raising a child” etc. 

Reasonable

· It uses terms like “sometimes,” or “often,” or refers to limited circumstances, to suggest a more realistic view of the variety in life
A Theme is NOT
A moral or command

· It doesn’t tell us how to behave by using words like “should” or by commanding

A common saying

· It isn’t trite, it’s not cliché, or a maxim, or an aphorism like, “Actions speak louder than words,” or “Absence makes the heart grow fonder” 

Specific to the text 

· It doesn’t refer to the specific characters and plot in the text (but your textual evidence will!) Ex: The character struggles to understand the meaningless of life. 
Absolute 

· It doesn’t use works like “all,” “none,” “everything,” or “always,” because that kind of statement is rarely true, and usually impossible to prove

Sample Themes
Poverty may transform honest people into criminals

Gossip can cause serious damage to a person’s reputation People who commit crimes may be punished in unexpected ways

People with realistic goals tend to be more successful than those who put little thought into their futures

People who commit crimes may be punished in unexpected ways

Loyalty to a partner may be more difficult in high-stress situations

NOT Sample Themes
The theme is goals for the future

Crime doesn’t pay

It’s wrong to gossip about people

Poverty causes crime

Fortunato learned not to trust others around him

War
