NOTES ON THEME

The theme of a work of literature is the essential idea or thought that the author wants to convey  about a particular issue or topic (central idea). For example, in the short story, “The Golden Kite, the Silver Wind,” the central idea is that it is human nature to be fiercely competetive; the theme is that cooperation seems to be more beneficial than competition. Think of the theme in the following manner: the author has something on his mind, an issue or topic that is bothersome or problematic; the author chooses to construct a text (short story, novel, play) around this issue to convey his or her ideas on this issue (the theme) to his audience/reader. Most higher level literature is theme based, while popular fiction (Twilight series, Hunger Games, etc.) is usually plot based.
How to identify theme:

1. As you complete a close reading of the story or text, take note of and annotate any emerging theme(s). The theme is not found in any one segment of the text; the text must be considered (examined) as a whole in order to distill it to establish the theme.

2. In higher level literature, the theme is usually not a “lesson” or moral; it is not something the author wants to teach the reader. Instead, it is usually a perspective on a problematic issue that may leave the reader with further questions rather than providing answers.
3. The theme of a work of literature or excerpted text should be one complete sentence (not one word).

4. The sentence should not begin with “I think that….” but should simply say, “The theme of the story is….” or “A possible theme in the story is….”

5.  The theme statement should have universal meaning or be a universal idea; do not reference any characters, places, objects, events, etc. that are in the story. 
6. Avoid using the following words in your theme statement: you, always, never.

7. Avoid reducing the theme to a cliché such as “What goes around, comes around.” Also avoid idiomatic expressions, proverbs, etc.

8. There can be more than one theme in a literary work. Choose the one that seems to be the most significant one; find supporting textual evidence to prove that it is the most important one.

9. Identifying theme is an essential skill when studying literature and it may seem difficult now but it will become much easier with practice.

Points to remember when stating the theme of a text:

· state the theme in one, concise sentence

· the theme should usually be a universal idea

· the theme should encompass the whole story/text (beginning to end)

· avoid cliches

· avoid run-on sentences

· avoid comma splices

· avoid using 2nd person (you); use “one” instead

· avoid one-word themes

· avoid including direct quotes from anywhere or quotation marks for any reason

