AP PREP ---------------  STATING THEMES
These are a just a few of the many possible literary subjects and themes. the point to remember is that a subject is not a theme: a subject is some dimension of the human condition examined by the work; a theme is a statement, direct or implied, about the subject. The themes about the subjects on the list are still fairly general. As a critical writer discussing a particular literary work, you'll need to bring your observations about theme closer to the work.
Common Themes in Literature
1. The Individual in Nature


a. Nature is at war with each of us and proves our vulnerability.


b. People are out of place in Nature and need technology to survive.


c. People are destroying nature and themselves with uncontrolled technology.
2. The Individual in Society


a. Society and a person's inner nature are always at war.


b. Social influences determine a person's final destiny.


c. Social influences can only complete inclinations formed by Nature.


d. A person's identity is determined by place in society.


e. In spite of the pressure to be among people, and individual is essentially alone and frightened.
3. An individual's Relation to the gods.


a. The god(s) are benevolent and will reward human beings for overcoming evil and temptation.


b. The gods mock the individual and torture him or her for presuming to be great.


c. The gods are jealous of and constantly thwarts human aspiration to power and knowledge.


d. The gods are indifferent toward human beings and let them run their 



undetermined course.


e. There are no gods in whom people can place their faith or yearning for meaning 



in the universe.
4. Human Relations


a. Marriage is a perpetual comedy bound to fail.


b. Marriage is a relationship in which each partner is supported 



and enabled to grow.


c. An old man marrying a young woman is destined to be a cuckold.


d. Parents should not sacrifice all for a better life for their children.


e. There are few friends who will make extreme sacrifices.
5. Growth and Initiation


a. A boy and a girl must go through a special trial or series of trials before maturing.


b. Manhood or womanhood is often established by an abrupt, random crisis, 



sometimes at an unusually early age.


c. Aspects of childhood are retained in all of us, sometimes hindering growth, sometimes 


















providing the only joy in later life.


d. A person grows only in so far as he or she must face a crisis of confidence 



or identity.

6. Time


a. Enjoy life now, for the present moment, because we all die too soon.


b. By the time we understand life, there is too little left to live.
7. Death


a. Death is part of living, giving life its final meaning.


b. Death is the ultimate absurd joke on life.


c. There is no death, only a different plane or mode of life without physical decay.


d. Without love, death often appears to be the only alternative to life.
8. Alienation


a. An individual is isolated from fellow human beings and foolishly



tries to bridge the gaps.


b. Through alienation comes self-knowledge.


c. Modern culture is defective because it doesn't provide group ties which in 



primitive cultures makes alienation virtually impossible.
Identification of Literary Themes

In most works of fiction that deal with the theme of bildungsroman, or coming of age, there is usually a single incident or a series of events that mark the passage from childhood to adulthood
When you read a poem, short story, novel, or drama, you may find one of the following themes as the central idea:

Literary Motifs
loss of innocence, self-discovery, initiation rites, the quest, the inevitability of death

Conflicting Forces
appearance vs. reality, man vs. nature, man vs. himself, man vs. society, freedom vs. enslavement, fate vs. free will, city vs. country

Abstract Ideas
nature, death, love, hate, friendship, alienation, utopia, power, heroism, success

Issues and Problems Raised in the Story
philosophical, spiritual, moral social, political, psychological, aesthetic

Once you identify the general theme, determine specifically what the author is saying about the subject: in Oedipus Rex by Sophicles, Oedipus' downfall is the result of arrogance. Then be sure to find the evidence in the story to defend your statement of the theme. If you find evidence to the contrary, reconsider your original idea: for example, the gods or fate rather than Oedipus controls the destiny of Oedipus. Often you must reread the story several times as well as think about and discuss many aspects of it before coming to a final conclusion about the theme.

Once you have identified the theme, then you are ready to examine how this theme is expressed in and reinforced by the author's depiction of character, his choice of setting and narrator, his style, tone, structure, plot, and so on.

What exactly is this elusive thing called theme? 

Finding the Theme 

Answering the following Questions will help us to uncover the theme in a story: 

1-  What does the title tell us ?
2- What do the repeating patterns and symbols show us ?
3- What allusions are made throughout the story? 

4- What are the details and particulars in the story? What greater meaning may they have?
We should remember that theme, plot, and structure are inseparable, all helping to inform and reflect back on each other. We should also be aware that a theme we determine from a story never completely explains the story. It is simply one of the elements that make up the whole. 

Moral and Theme 

The controlling idea or central insight of a story is its theme. It is the underlying or philosophical idea that the story conveys. 
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To determine the theme of a story, we ask what insights into life or about human nature are revealed in the story. 
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Moral and Theme: 

The words moral and theme are not interchangeable. Occasionally the theme of a story may be expressed as a moral principle, but usually the idea of a moral is too narrow to be used as a statement of theme. 

The word theme is preferable for several reasons: 

1- The objective of most fiction is to provide enjoyment, rather than to preach a sermon 

2- In looking for theme, one does not look for a lesson 

3- Interpretive fiction increases our awareness of life. The writer's purpose is not to inculcate a code or set of moral rules. The purpose is often to observe and to provoke thought. 

To discover the theme of a story we should ask, "What does the story reveal?" rather than "What does the story teach?" 
  

Themes in interpretive fiction often challenge our beliefs and provide rather somber truths. A reader need not accept a theme that is contrary to his or her personal beliefs. However, any theme is worthy of consideration in that it is someone's view. 

Some important principles to remember when stating a Theme: 

A theme may be stated briefly or explored in length. 
A rich story may offer several complex insights into life . 

When discussing theme, we should remember the following guidelines: 
1- There is no "right" or set way of determining theme. Theme may be discovered by examining  - changes to the protagonist; 
- what the protagonist learned; or 
- the nature of the conflicts. 

2- A theme should be expressed in complete sentences. Single words such as "isolated" or "angry" are not adequate. A thematic statement presents an idea about the topic. 

3- A theme should be stated as a generalization about life, society, or human nature. We shouldn’t refer to specific characters. 

4- The theme generalization should not be larger than is justified by the details of the story. 

5- Theme is the central unifying concept of a story. Therefore it must account for all the details in the story and not rely on supposed facts or assumptions from our own experience. 

6- Theme should not be reduced to a cliché (an overused and unoriginal way of expressing an idea.).
The theme of a fable is its moral. 


The theme of a parable is its teaching. 


The theme of a piece of fiction is its view about life and how people behave. 


In fiction, the theme is not intended to teach or preach. In fact, it is not presented directly at all. We extract it from the characters, action, and setting that make up the story. 


In other words, we must figure out the theme ourselves.





Exploring themes increases our awareness of life, expands our horizons, and helps us feel truths of which we were only vaguely or intellectually aware.





The purpose of a story is not to state a theme, but rather to verify it and bring it to life. By appealing to our intellect, emotions, senses, and imagination, authors help us discover and explore the themes within their stories. 
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