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THEME(S): SINGULAR OR PLURAL?

In practice, readers even disagree about the precise meaning of the term theme

itself. One source of disagreement hinges on the question of whether any single

work of fiction can convey more than one theme. On one side of the debate are

those who use the word tkence to refer only to the central or main idea of a work. On
the other are those who use the term, as we generally do in this book, to refer to any

idea a work conveys. While the former readers tend to talk about the therne, the lat-

ter instead refer to a theme in order to stress that each theme is only one of many.

Regardless of whether we call all of the ideas expressed in a workthemes or instead

refer to some of them as subthernes, the essential points on which all agree are that
a single literary work often expresses multiple ideas and that at least one of those

ideas is likely to be more central or overarching and inclusive than others.

THE Two Cnees demonstrates that even the most simple and straightforward
of stories can convey more than one idea. This fable's stated theme, "Example is

the best precept," emerges only because the little crab "back talks" to its mother,

implicitly suggesting another theme: that children are sometimes wiser than their
parents or even that we sometimes learn by questioning, rather than blindly fol-
Iowing, authority. The fact that crabs naturally "twist from side to side"-that no

crab can walk straight-certainly adds irony to the fable, but might it also imply
yet another theme?

BE SPECIFIC: THEME AS IDEA VERSUS TOPIC
OR SUBJECT

Often, you will see the term tkerne used very loosely to refer to a topic or subject

captured in a noun phrase-"the wisdom of youth"' "loss of innocence," "the dan-

gers of perfectionism"-s1 gvsn a single n6qn-"1s55," "youth," "griefr" or "preju-

dice.', Identifying such topics-especially those specific enough to require a noun

phrase rather than a single noun-can be a useful first step on the way to figuring
out a particular story's themes and also to grouping stories together for the pur-

pose of comparison.
For now, though, we urge you to consider this merely a first step on the path to

interpreting a story. The truth is, we haven't yet said anything very insightful,
revealing, or debatable about the meaning of an individual story until we articu-
late the idea it expresses abowt a topic such as love, prejudice, or grief. To state a

theme in this much more restricted and helpful sense, you will need at least one

complete sentence. Note, however, that a complete sentence is still not necessarily

a statement of theme. For example, an online student essay begins with the less

than scintillating sentence, "In Nathaniel Hawthorne's 'The Birthmark'the reader

finds several themes-guilt, evil, love and alienation." One reason this sentence is

both unexciting and unhelpful is that-despite its specific list of topics-we could

in fact substitute for Tnr BrnrH-MRnr almost any other story in this book. (Try it
yourself.) Notice how much more interesting things get, however, when we instead

articulate the story's particular insight aboutjust one of these very general topics:
,'Nathaniel Hawthorne's 'The Birth-Mark' shows us that we too often destroy the

very thing we love by trying to turn the good into the perfect,"

DON'T BE TOO SPECIFIC

Though a theme is specific i
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the characters, plot, or settir
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432 CH. T ITHEME

Tips for ldentifyint Themes

Because theme ernerges from a work in its entirety and from all the other

elements working together, there is no "one-size-fits-all" method for identi-

fying therne. Here, however) are some things to look for and consider as you

read and re-read the work.

TIP EXAMPLE

2. List any recurring phrases and words,

especially those for abstract concepts

(".g., love, honor). Certain concrete

terms (especially if noted in the title)
may likewise provide clues; objects of

value or potency might atiract signifi-

cant attention in the text (an hreirloom,

a weapon, a tree in a garden). Then

probe the story to see how and where

else it might implicitly deal with that
concept or entity and what, if any, con-

clusions the story proposes.

Versions of the word blind occur six
times in the relatively short first para-

graph of Raymond Carver's "Cathedral,"

and the word recurs throughout the
story. What different kinds of blindness
does the story depict? What truth or

insight about blindness might it ulti-
mately offer?

l. Pay attention to the title. A title rvill
seldom spell out in full a work's main

theme, but some titles do suggest a

central topic or toPics or a clue to

theme, Probe the rest of the story to

see what, if any, insights about that
topic it ultimately seems to offer.

What might Bharati Mukherjee's "The

Management of Grief," sugfgest about
whether and how grief can be "managed"?

TIP

5. Identify a conflict depicred -.

and state it in general terms
into a general question, lear -

reference to specific characr.
tions, and so on. Then thini.,
insight or theme thar might :
by t"he way the conflict is res

for good in lBgl and began conr:
led him to rvrire Maggie: A Girl .

1893 at his own expense. His ne',

stark picture of the Civil War a:
\\,ere published in the collectior:,
and The Monster and Other Sr, '

reporting on conflicts in Cuba _

tuberculosis at the age of twenri -

{ Tale Intended to Be after i
of Four Men from the Sunk :

I

\one of them knew the color
tened upon the waves that s\i. r

slate, save for the tops, which
rhe colors of the sea. The hori:

1. Crane had an experience very like ri
of his adventure at sea appearecl in the

3. Identify anv statements that the char-

acters or narrator(s) make about a gen-

eral concept, issue, or topic such as

human nafure, the natural world, and

so on. Look, too, for statements that
potentially have a general meaning or

application beyond the story, even if
thev refer to a specific situation in it'
Then consider whether and how the

story as a rn'hole corroborates, over-

turns, or complicates any one such

vieu' or statement.

In A, S. Byatt's "The Thing in the Forest,

one of the two protagonists observes,
"I think there are things that are real-
more real than we are-but mostlY we

don't cross their paths, or they don't
cross ours. Maybe at very bad times we
get into their world, or notice what they
are doing in ours" (par. 55). How does the
rest of the story both flesh out what these
"things" might be and either corroborate

or complicate this character's generaliza-

tion about them?

4. If a character changes over the course

of the story, articulate the truth or

insight that he or she seems to dis-

cover. Then consider whether and how

the story as a r,vhole corroborates or

complicates that insight.

The end of "The Thing in the Forest"

implies that one of its protagonists has

come to believe that even the most fan-

tastic stories have an important function
in real life. What is that function? Does

the story as a whole conflrm her

conclusions?
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