PAGE  
5

B. McDaniel

January 2005
Theme

Close your eyes for a moment and picture this scene:  You are sitting in an English class and the teacher is about to begin a discussion on the literary work you have been reading
.  Perhaps you are even enjoying reading this particular novel, story, poem, or play.  But the teacher asks the fateful question:  "Who can tell me the theme of this piece of literature?"  Suddenly you feel panic in the pit of your stomach.  You look around the room at your fellow students and see the blank looks that show they are sharing your boat.  The teacher is relentless, however, and repeats the question.  Now it looks like all the students are heading for nuclear meltdown and you think about Chernobyl.  The teacher tries an alternate route:  "What lesson can we learn from Desdemona?"  Someone hesitantly offers an idea, and everyone quickly begins taking notes on everything that is written on the board.  And so the game of "Guess the Theme" continues until—with significant prompting from the teacher—you have a set of notes to haul out for study before you take the test and your teacher comfortably believes that you have discussed the relevant theme(s) of that work of fiction.  But are you really any closer to understanding theme than you were at the beginning of that class period?

The problem is that students often have a very confused idea as to exactly what theme is.  If the teacher says, "What is this story about?" the students will readily provide an answer, but they may not satisfy the teacher with the hoped-for answer because the responses will most likely be plot summary or simple statements of the subject of the story.  Or the teacher's tactic might be to ask about the main idea of the story, which causes the students to sort through what they have read and try to decide which aspect of the story impacted them most.  Without understanding of what theme is and how it works in literature, a reader can only play a guessing game.  
Defining Theme

Sven P. Birkerts says theme is the heart or soul of a work of fiction (71). It's that concept that generates everything about the story.  Laurence Perrine's definition is more specific:  "The theme of a piece of fiction is its controlling idea or its central insight.  It is the unifying generalization about life stated or implied by the story.  To derive the theme of a story, we must ask what its central purpose is: what view of life it supports or what insight into life it reveals" (105).  To illustrate his point, Perrine relates two jokes:


"Daddy, the man next door kisses his wife every morning when he leaves for work.  Why don't you do that?"



"Gracious, little one, I don't even know the woman."



"Daughter, your young man stays until a very late hour.  Hasn't your mother said anything to you about this habit of his?"



"Yes, father.  Mother says men haven't altered a bit." (105)

In his explanation of these examples, Perrine says that the first joke achieves its comic effect by use of a reversal—we expect the man to explain why he doesn't kiss his wife but, instead, he explains why he doesn't kiss the neighbor's wife.  But the second joke presents us with "a truth about human life; namely, that men tend to grow more conservative as they grow older, or that fathers often scold their children for doing exactly what they did themselves when young" (105).  This idea of a "truth about human life" is the key to understanding theme.  One reason why students are often so fuzzy about what theme means is that they have been lead to believe that theme is what the story is "about", or the author's message.  This definition, while technically accurate, is inadequate because it is woefully vague.

The Norton Introduction to Literature (7th edition) explores different ways of explaining what a story is "about".  The authors say that one person might tell you the subject of the story, which would be a concrete idea; for example, in "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" by Ambrose Bierce, the subject could be expressed as "'a man's thoughts as he faces execution for spying during the Civil War'" (211).  Another person might give you a plot summary, or a summary of the action of the work of fiction (Beaty & Hunter 211).  But theme is a generalization of the particular insight into human nature the story communicates to the reader and tends to be more abstract than the subject.  In fact, the subject of a story is specific to that story (for example, the particular man and his thoughts), while the theme is abstract enough to be applied more generally to human life. 

Some readers will call a theme the "moral of the story," and occasionally those two terms do mean the same thing.  However, a moral is generally far too simplistic to convey the overall theme of a work of fiction.  Perrine says that "theme" is the term which encourages us to think critically about a work:


First, it is less likely to obscure the fact that a story is not a preachment or a sermon: a story's first object is enjoyment.  Second, it should keep us from trying to wring from every story a didactic pronouncement about life.  The person who seeks a moral in every story is likely to oversimplify and conventionalize it—to reduce it to some dusty platitude like "Be kind to animals" or "Look before you leap" or "Crime does not pay." (107-08)
Be careful, also, of attempting to pigeon-hole themes into categories.  Categories are, by definition, "so general as to be useless" (Birkerts 72), whereas themes are universal concepts found in the "most important part of the human experience....love, hate, friendship, betrayal, loss, fear, idealism, and on and on" (Birkerts 72).
The Relationship Between Theme and Composition

Let's go back for a moment to the game of "Guess the Theme".  From these class discussions, students can easily get the impression that "stories exist for their themes, that we read only to get the 'point' or message" (Beaty & Hunter 212).  Those of us who enjoy reading for pleasure know that's not always the case; sometimes we just enjoy the story.  But often we choose to read stories that allow us to experience cultures and people which might help us to more completely understand our own lives or how we fit into the universe.  As Birkerts says, "We may read literature for many reasons, but most often we do so to experience meaning—to find out truths about human nature and to enrich our understanding of the psychological and moral bases of our lives" (71).  Indeed, a "writer's desire to communicate some particular insight or feeling about the business of living" is almost always the impetus for writing a work of fiction (Birkerts 71).  And here is where the breakdown in classroom communication usually occurs: because authors desire to communicate a specific message, teachers tend to focus on that message, which leads students to believe that the theme is the be-all and end-all of writing.  Unfortunately, this method often makes students feel that finding the deep and meaningful truth expressed in a story is, indeed, a guessing game.  As Beaty & Hunter say, 

...most themes, you must admit, are somewhat less than earth-shattering....No wonder, then, that some skeptics contend that stories are only elaborate ways of "saying something simple," that literature is a game in which authors hide their meanings under shells of words....But articulating the theme of a story is neither the purpose of nor the excuse for reading fiction, nor do authors hide their meanings like Easter eggs.  In order to relate his or her unique vision of reality to an absent and unknown reader, a writer must find a way of communicating—some common ground on which to meet the various unique individuals who will read the story. (212)

The fact that theme is generally "embedded" within a story can make identifying the theme difficult for the reader who desires only to come up with an answer that will satisfy the teacher.  But Birkerts points out that "this embeddedness...is part of what makes the reading of fiction worthwhile" (71).  He illustrates the value of reading and digesting fiction with an analogy:

There is a great difference between reading a story that explores the difficulty of love and reading the message LOVE IS DIFFICULT in a fortune cookie.  The encapsulated message does not allow us to experience its truth—we either accept it or we don't.  The same truth, expressed in a story, has everything to do with specific characters and situations.  The meaning arises from the turns of the narration.  We live it in stages, and we are provided with a context for understanding.  Usually, too, the presentation is such that we have to draw connections and inferences for ourselves—we earn what we learn. (71)

In other words, an author gets an idea for a story; some experience has allowed the writer to have a flash of insight about human nature and s/he desires to share that knowledge with others.  But the journey to understanding is such a valuable experience that the writer wants the reader to discover the insight for himself or herself.  And so the author creates a set of circumstances—the plot and the setting—and a set of people—the characters who perform the actions in that specific place and time—to enable the reader to vicariously experience the emotions of the characters and thus share the writer's insight.  Just having someone tell us the insight has no more impact on us than reading the message in the fortune cookie.  We might comment on how true that statement is, but we probably won't remember the next day what was on the paper.  Beaty & Hunter comment on the value of the journey of discovery when they say that "the specifics of the story modify and enrich all the generalizations we can abstract from it, while these themes and questions, if we recognize them, modify and enrich our reading, our experience of the story" (213)   As Birkerts says, "The value [of fiction] lies in our process of confrontation and recognition.  We make these ideas real by applying them to our own lives" (72). 

So, does every work of fiction have a theme?  The simple answer is no.  Some fiction is simply written to entertain.  I call this kind of story "mind candy"—it has no nutritional value.  That doesn't mean that this "commercial" fiction doesn't have its place on our bookshelves.  When I am reading for pleasure I often just want the writing to give me a good story and fun characters, to entertain me without requiring me to do much beyond, through an occasional passing comment, asking me to stop for a moment and think briefly about some aspect of human life.  This is the kind of reading that is relaxing because I don't have to work hard for the experience.  I devour "mind candy" but, if you ask me weeks or months later about a particular book, I often barely recall reading it.  I might remember that I thought the plot was particularly intriguing or the characters quirky or the dialogue clever, but my purpose in reading it was the enjoyment of the moment rather than enlightenment, and so the book had little impact on me.

But what Perrine labels interpretive fiction are those works that should be (and generally are) packed with "nutritional value."  They should require us to invest significant effort in the reading and offer the reader much to think about concerning human nature.  Consider the distinction between these two kinds of fiction:

Commercial stories, for the most part, confirm their readers' prejudices, endorse their opinions, ratify their feelings, and satisfy their wishes.  Usually, therefore, the themes of such stories are widely accepted platitudes of experience that may or may not be supported by the life around us.  They represent life as we would like it to be, not always as it is. ... Interpretive writers, however, being thoughtful observers of life, are likely to question these beliefs and often to challenge them.  Their ideas about life are not simply taken over ready-made from what they were taught in Sunday school or from the books they read as children....Much of the process of maturing as a reader lies in the discovery that there may be more nourishment and deeper enjoyment in assimilating these somber truths than in licking the sugar off of candy valentines. (Perrine 108-09)
Finding Theme

If the author wants the reader to take that journey of self-discovery in order to be enlightened, then it stands to reason that theme is usually going to be implied rather than directly stated in a work of fiction.  The reader who hasn't invested enough of himself or herself to have made that mental journey is going to feel as though s/he is looking for the Easter eggs because s/he will not have devoted energy to consideration of the clues the author has embedded in the work.  It's not some mysterious process that a few gifted people are able to perform, but it does require effort to "make the story yours" (Beaty & Hunter 212).  In order to do this, you must "reach out to the story and bring it back to you as an addition to and modification of your own experience....[This] requires translating it somehow into terms that, while not necessarily psychological or moral precepts, alter or broaden to some degree your own vision of yourself, others, life in general" (Beaty & Hunter 212).


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.
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