
Themes

The theme of a passage or story is the main idea. It is the larger concept the author wants
the reader to think about as he or she is reading. There can be a number of themes in any
piece of writing.

For example, if we take the play Romeo and Juliet, there are the themes of love, revenge,
and family rivalry. What themes can you think of in the fable “The Tortoise and the
Hare?”

What about in a book you’re reading?

Identifying Themes

Exercise 1: Identify the theme or themes in the following passages. Things to think
about when identifying themes:

• Is there a concept being talked about? Is there a main concept that the actions
taking place or the thoughts being expressed fits under?

• What is most important about the events being described? What can we take
away from the passage beyond the simple events being described?

1. “It would be difficult to describe the subtle brotherhood of men that was here
established on the seas. No one said that it was so. No one mentioned it. But it
dwelt in the boat, and each man felt it warm him. They were a captain, an oiler,
a cook, and a correspondent, and they were friends, friends in a more curiously
iron-bound degree than may be common... It was more than a mere recognition
of what was best for the common safety. There was surely in it a quality that was
personal and heartfelt.” (from “The Open Boat” by Stephen Crane)

Themes:



2. “The woman asks me how I got into my present job and I tell her a bit about my
life. At least I tell her the story which over time has fashioned itself into what I call
my life. I tell it selectively, missing out the part about my marriage and the fact that
I have been having an affair with another woman for over a year now. It’s not that
I’m being deliberately secretive or deceitful. I just don’t know how to talk about it.
When the affair started I thought I would leave my wife, but it hasn’t turned out to
be that simple. I felt as though life were passing me by. I thought I wanted to be
someone different. Now I’m drifting in a state of indecision which isn’t helping any
of us. The whole thing is a mess.” (“Night Flight” by Simon Collings)

Themes:

3. “I remember it was one of them hot sticky summer Houston nights where by the
time you finish working you’ve sweated up a good stink and the air is so still it
doesn’t move enough to even take your own smell away from you. While we was
loading up a bus going west I looked at the tags and thought about where them
bags and the people that owned them was going that night, and I asked Duval if
he’d ever been out that way. “Me and Tami rode to Colorado a couple years ago and
had a blast,” he told me. “You should see the mountains, up high and cool, and
you just feel like you’re born all over again when you see them peaks.” While we
loaded a ton of bags that night, I wondered if someday I could go to a place like that
and be born again, and I sure hoped I’d be born something better than the first time
around.” (“The Worst Way to Go” by Dan Morgan)

Themes:

4. “It may be that the next generation on the Divide will be very happy, but the present
one came too late in life. It is useless for men that have cut hemlocks among the
mountains of Sweden for forty years to try to be happy in a country as flat and gray
and naked as the sea. It is not easy for men that have spent their youth fishing in the
Northern seas to be content with following a plow, and men that have served in the
Austrian army hate hard work and coarse clothing on the loneliness of the plains,
and long for marches and excitement and tavern company and pretty barmaids.
After a man has passed his fortieth birthday it is not easy for him to change the
habits and conditions of his life.” (from “On the Divide” by Willa Cather)

Themes:



5. “Sorrow had come upon Grigory, unawares, unlooked-for, and unexpected, and
now he could not get over it, could not recover himself. He had lived hitherto in
unruffled calm, as though in drunken half-consciousness, knowing neither grief nor
joy, and now he was suddenly aware of a dreadful pain in his heart. The careless
idler and drunkard found himself quite suddenly in the position of a busy man,
weighed down by anxieties and haste, and even struggling with nature.” (from
“Grief” by Anton Chekhov).

Themes:

6. “Her name sprang to my lips at moments in strange prayers and praises which I
myself did not understand. My eyes were often full of tears (I could not tell why)
and at times a flood from my heart seemed to pour itself out into my bosom. I
thought little of the future. I did not know whether I would ever speak to her or not
or, if I spoke to her, how I could tell her of my confused adoration. But my body was
like a harp and her words and gestures were like fingers running upon the wires.”
(from “Araby” by James Joyce)

Themes:

Summarizing A Passage vs. Identifying Themes

We do similar things when we summarize and identify themes: in both cases we’re
identifying the key information in what we’re reading. The difference is that a summary
is a brief description of the action taking place and the theme is the main idea that
unites the action and makes it meaningful.

Example:
“My wife had never had such a maid before, that is a fact; attentive, decent, obedient -
in a word, all that can be required. I must admit that my wife spoilt her very much —
dressed her splendidly, fed her from our own table, gave her tea in short, all that you can
imagine. Thus she served my wife for about ten years. Just imagine! Suddenly, one fine
morning, enters Arina — she was called Arina. She came, unannounced, to me in my
study, and threw herself on her knees before me. I must tell you candidly, I dislike such
things. A human being should never forget his dignity, should he? “What do you want?”
“Dear Sir, Alexander Silitch, I beg for a favour.” “What favour?” “Permit me to marry.”



I confess I was horrified. “Do you know, you fool, that the mistress has no other lady’s
maid?” “I shall serve the mistress just as before.” “Nonsense! Nonsense! The mistress
does not keep married maids.” “Malania can take my place.” “Don’t argue with me, girl!”
“As you will.” I confess I was utterly stupefied. I must tell you, I am this kind of man —
nothing offends me more than unthankfulness... (from “Ermolai and the Millers Wife” by
Ivan Turgenev)

• Summary: A summary of the events of this passage would run like this:

Alexander Silitch talks about Arina, his wife’s maid, who he describes as having been
a wonderful maid and spoiled by his wife. He describes an incident when she came to him
on her knees and begged him to allow her to marry. He tells her that it’s impossible since
his wife doesn’t keep married maids and is angry at her request.

• Theme: To find the theme of this passage, we have to think about what concepts or
ideas are being discussed in the passage.

The narrator, Alexander Silitch, expresses his opinion about the events as he tells
the story. He says the maid was “attentive, decent, obedient” and had served his
wife in this way for about 10 years. He also says his wife spoiled her: “dressed her
splendidly, fed her from our own table, gave her tea...”

Do you agree that this treatment is the same as spoiling the maid?

What is the maid asking Alexander Silitch for? Is this an unfair request? Why
does Alexander get angry at her?

What reaction do you have towards Alexander Silitch’s attitude towards the maid?
What concepts does he talk about? What are your thoughts or feelings towards
Alexander Silitch when he talks about these concepts?

All these questions, which have us think about what’s happening in the passage
and how that makes us feel as readers, lead us to an understanding of the main
theme. We do not take everything at face value:
Alexander is saying his opinion of the maid and we as readers dont take his side.
This is not accidental. The author wants us to dislike and disagree with Alexander.

Why? What does he want us to think about? What bothers us about how Alexander
presents the events? What sentences annoy us the most?

If there is a problem, or a disconnect, between how events are presented and how
we interpret them as readers, we can take this as a sign that the author wants us to
pay attention to a larger issue, or theme.



Exercise 2: Give a brief summary and identify one or more themes for the following
passages.

1. This first excerpt is an Aesop fable that has the moral of the story (which here is the same
as one of the themes) taken off the end. Here, one of the questions that will help you find
the theme is “what was the ‘good lesson’ the farmer learned at the end of the story?”:

“A Farmer was driving his wagon along a miry country road after a heavy rain.
The horses could hardly drag the load through the deep mud, and at last came to a
standstill when one of the wheels sank to the hub in a rut.
The farmer climbed down from his seat and stood beside the wagon looking at it
but without making the least effort to get it out of the rut. All he did was to curse
his bad luck and call loudly on Hercules to come to his aid. Then, it is said, Hercules
really did appear, saying:
‘Put your shoulder to the wheel, man, and urge on your horses. Do you think you
can move the wagon by simply looking at it and whining about it? Hercules will not
help unless you make some effort to help yourself.’
And when the farmer put his shoulder to the wheel and urged on the horses, the
wagon moved very readily, and soon the Farmer was riding along in great content
and with a good lesson learned.”

Summary:

Themes:

2. “Many years ago there was a poor gentleman shut up in one of the great prisons of



France. His name was Charney, and he was very sad and unhappy. He had been
put into prison wrongfully, and it seemed to him as though there was no one in
the world who cared for him. He could not read, for there were no books in the
prison. He was not allowed to have pens or paper, and so he could not write. The
time dragged slowly by. There was nothing that he could do to make the days seem
shorter. His only pastime was walking back and forth in the paved prison yard.
There was no work to be done, no one to talk with.” (from “Picciola” by James
Baldwin)

Summary:

Themes:

3. “I did not, when a slave, understand the deep meaning of those rude and apparently
incoherent songs. I was myself within the circle; so that I neither saw nor heard
as those without might see and hear. They told a tale of woe which was then
altogether beyond my feeble comprehension; they were tones loud, long, and deep;
they breathed the prayer and complaint of souls boiling over with the bitterest
anguish. Every tone was a testimony against slavery, and a prayer to God for deliverance
from chains. The hearing of those wild notes always depressed my spirit, and
filled me with ineffable sadness. I have frequently found myself in tears while
hearing them... I have often been utterly astonished, since I came to the north,
to find persons who could speak of the singing, among slaves, as evidence of their
contentment and happiness. It is impossible to conceive of a greater mistake. Slaves
sing most when they are most unhappy. The songs of the slave represent the sorrows
of his heart; and he is relieved by them, only as an aching heart is relieved by its



tears. At least, such is my experience. I have often sung to drown my sorrow, but
seldom to express my happiness. Crying for joy, and singing for joy, were alike
uncommon to me while in the jaws of slavery. The singing of a man cast away upon
a desolate island might be as appropriately considered as evidence of contentment
and happiness, as the singing of a slave; the songs of the one and of the other are
prompted by the same emotion.” (from “The Narrative of Frederick Douglass, an
American Slave” by Frederick Douglass)

Summary:

Themes:

4. The following passage is taken from a short story that describes a man, Akakiy Akakievitch,
who is saving up money for a coat he needs:

“Akakiy Akakievitch thought and thought, and decided that it would be necessary
to curtail his ordinary expenses, for the space of one year at least, to dispense with
tea in the evening; to burn no candles, and, if there was anything which he must do,
to go into his landlady’s room, and work by her light. When he went into the street,
he must walk as lightly as he could, and as cautiously, upon the stones, almost upon
tiptoe, in order not to wear his heels down in too short a time; he must give the
laundress as little to wash as possible; and, in order not to wear out his clothes, he
must take them off, as soon as he got home, and wear only his cotton dressing-gown,
which had been long and carefully saved.
To tell the truth, it was a little hard for him at first to accustom himself to these
deprivations; but he got used to them at length, after a fashion, and all went smoothly.



He even got used to being hungry in the evening, but he made up for it by treating
himself, so to say, in spirit, by bearing ever in mind the idea of his future cloak. From
that time forth his existence seemed to become, in some way, fuller, as if he were
married, or as if some other man lived in him, as if, in fact, he were not alone, and
some pleasant friend had consented to travel along life’s path with him, the friend
being no other than the cloak, with thick wadding and a strong lining incapable of
wearing out. He became more lively, and even his character grew firmer, like that
of a man who has made up his mind, and set himself a goal.” (from “The Overcoat”
by Nikolai Gogol)

Summary:

Themes:


