Theme

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 determine what its central purpose is: what view of life it supports or what insight into life it reveals.

1.  Theme should be expressible in the form of a statement with a subject and predicate.  It is insufficient to say that the theme of a story is motherhood or loyalty to country.  Motherhood and loyalty are simply subjects.

2. The theme should 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.

4. Theme is the central and unifying concept of a story.  Therefore (a) it accounts 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 unity.  (b) The theme is not 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 cannot rely upon supposed facts—facts not actually stated or clearly implied by the story.  The theme exists inside, not outside, the story.  The statement of 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.  The story is not a guessing game or an acrostic that is supposed to yield some magic verbal formula that won’t work if a syllable is changed.  It merely presents a view of life, and, as long as the above conditions are fulfilled, that view may surely be stated in more than one way.  Here, for instance, are three possible ways of stating the theme of “Miss Brill”: (a) A person living alone may create a protective fantasy life by dramatizing insignificant activities, but such a life can be jeopardized when she is forced to see herself as others see her.  (b) Isolated elderly people, unsupported by a network of family and friends, may make a satisfying adjustment through a pleasant fantasy life, but when their fantasy is punctured by the cold claw of reality, the effect can be devastating.  (c) Loneliness is a pitiable emotional state that may be avoided by refusing to acknowledge that one feels lonely, though such an avoidance may also require one to create unrealistic fantasies about oneself. 
6. We should avoid any statement that reduces the theme to some familiar saying that we have head 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 a lazy shortcut that 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.  Beware of using clichés when attempting to summarize a story’s theme.

taken from Perrine’s Literature: Structure, Sound, and Sense¸ 8th edition, Thomas Arp and Greg Johnson, 2002, pp. 203-210.
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Literary 3 x 3 (gives essence of story, the theme beyond the plot)
Literary 3 x 3 will use

· complete sentences

· abstract nouns

· effective word order

· strong words, especially verbs and adjectives

Literary 3 x 3 will not use

· proper nouns/names

· repeated words

· “to be” verbs

· pronouns

· clichés

· prepositions
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Can you guess what fairy tale these refer to?
· Hope sneaks freedom

· Happiness snags dreams.

· Love overcomes despair.

Can you guess what 10th grade novel these refer to?
· Civilization enforces values

· Degradation feeds superiority

· Survival sacrifices innocence

Can you guess what Disney film these refer to?
· Arrogance transforms handsomeness
· Mistake creates captivity
· Inner beauty conquers
Can you guess what 10th grade novel these refer to?
· Ignorance manipulates masses

· Power enforces greed

· History repeats cyclically 
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