Writing a Theme Statement

Theme

Human nature, at its simplest, contains a minimum of two sides or aspects (E.g., good and evil, selfishness and altruism). Real people, however, are complex and exhibit often contradictory motivations and behaviors. Not surprisingly, then, fictional story characters may also behave in ironic ways or reveal contradictory or conflicting sides in their attitudes and behaviors.

Story protagonists often face difficult choices. Sometimes they choose well and succeed or, in some cases, survive a crisis. Other times, they make poor choices that don't work, leading to failure, unhappiness, and even destruction. In any case, protagonists by the end of the story arrive at an understanding of something-some general truth about life-from experience of their conflict. If at the end they have been rendered unable to reach this understanding, then an alternate character, or even the reader, is left to learn from their experience. Everyone can appreciate lessons of life-truths-that emerge from the triumphs and failures of story characters' experiences. Such truths, expressed as unifying generalizations about life, are referred to as theme.

Theme statement

The truth about life that a story projects can often be expressed in a theme statement. A theme gives the story a kind of unity; a reader's theme statement identifies the reader's understanding of that unity. 

Notes

· A theme statement should be stated in a complete sentence or two.  Students should avoid using absolutes such as all, every, always, never; qualifiers such as most, some, often. sometimes, will usually add to the statement's precision of meaning.

E.g., In life, people (always? often? occasionally?) make decisions that …

· The theme statement should be worded as a generalization about life, one that is true to the character(s) in the story, and is at the same time true to life beyond just the story situation. To be accurate, the \ theme statement both must hold true for all the major details of the story, and must not be contradicted by any detail of the story.
· Students must avoid using clichés or morals. While such expressions may initially appear to capture some kind of a truth, they often overlook the many complexities that are part of the story's particular truth. They are typically trite and uninformative, and demonstrate no serious thought. As a result they risk missing the story's subtleties. A theme statement should be an original, concise, thoughtful analysis of story meaning and purpose that can be discussed and verified with appropriate reference to story characters and events.

Section 4
Page 47

