How do we figure out what the theme of a literary work is?  Looking for answers to the following questions can often lead you in the right direction:

1.  How has the main character changed during the course of the story?  What, if anything, has s/he learned?

2.  What is the nature of the central conflict of the story?  What was the outcome of that conflict?

3.  How does the title relate to or comment on the story?  (Perrine 110)

Even if one or more of these questions does help you to discover the theme that the author wants to communicate, you must always consider your ideas in terms of Perrine's principles of theme:

1. Theme must be expressible in the form of a statement with a subject and a predicate....[It] must be a statement about the subject....

2. The theme must be stated as a generalization about life.  In stating theme we do not use the names of the characters or refer to precise places or events, for to do so is to make a specific rather than a general statement....

3. We must be careful not to make the generalization larger than is justified by the terms of the story.  Terms like every, all, always should be used very cautiously; terms like some, sometimes, may are often more accurate....Only occasionally will the theme of a story be expressible as a universal generalization....

4. Theme is the central and unifying concept of a story.  Therefore (a) it must account for all the major details of the story.  If we cannot explain the bearing of an important incident or character on the theme, either in exemplifying it or modifying it in some way, it is probable that our interpretation is partial and incomplete, that at best we have got hold only of a subtheme.  Another alternative, though it must be used with caution, is that the story itself is imperfectly constructed and lacks entire unity.  (b) The theme must not be contradicted by any detail of the story.  If we have to overlook or blink at or "force" the meaning of some significant detail in order to frame our statement, we may be sure that our statement is defective.  (c) The theme must not rely upon supposed facts—facts not actually stated or clearly implied by the story.  The theme must exist inside, not outside, the story.  It must be based on the data of the story itself, not on assumptions supplied from our own experience.

5. There is no one way of stating the theme of a story....

6. We should avoid any statement that reduces the theme to some familiar saying that we have heard all our lives, such as "You can't judge a book by its cover" or "A stitch in time saves nine."  Although such a statement may express the theme accurately, too often it is simply the lazy man's shortcut, which impoverishes the essential meaning of the story in order to save mental effort.  When readers force every new experience into an old formula, they lose the chance for a fresh perception.  Instead of letting the story expand their knowledge and awareness of the world, they fall back fully on a cliché.  (Perrine 110-112)

Remember that "thematic meaning is not a prize inside a box; it is, instead, at every turn a function of interpretation.  Themes and meanings exist, but in fiction as in life, they are deeply embedded in the fabric of the work.  The patient search for understanding is every bit as valuable as the insights that reward the search" (Birkerts 81).

You may find it helpful to go through the following process as you formulate your statement of the theme of a literary work.  (This exercise and the examples given were originally created by Jane Schaffer and Dixie Dellinger.)

A.  Begin with this sentence frame:


_________________ is a story about _____________ .

B.  Put the title of the story/novel/play/poem in the first blank space.


The Scarlet Letter is a story about ____________ .

C.  In the second blank space, put a single word that says what the story is really about.

--Do not give plot summary, which would look like this:


The Scarlet Letter is a story about a woman who has a baby out of wedlock.

--Instead, use a word such as “hypocrisy”:


The Scarlet Letter is a story about hypocrisy.

Now, rewrite the sentence and fill in the second blank as many times as you have words to put in there.  A list of possible words for the sentence we’ve been using might look like this:


The Scarlet Letter is a story about



--hypocrisy



--sin



--redemption



--revenge



--penance



--love



--jealousy

These words each reflect a theme of this book.

D.  Now make phrases out of the words you’ve listed for the second blank, such as:


--the desire for revenge


--the scourge of jealousy

E.  Consider what the piece of literature says about these words/phrases.  For example:


Animal Farm by George Orwell is about the abuse of power.  

What does the book say about the abuse of power?  Once you can answer that question, you have discovered a theme of the piece.

F.  Use your words/phrases to write a thesis statement which reflects your answer to the “about” question.

Notice that this exercise directs you to begin by identifying the categories of concepts found in the book (step C), then to set limits on the categories (step D), and consider what the author is commenting on specifically within each of those categories (step E).  At this point, you must examine each of the themes you have generalized by considering Perrine's principles, and write your answer to the question of what the author is commenting on about each concept in a clear, complete sentence.  For step F, you should choose one of the themes you have identified to formulate your thesis.
