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Theme
The theme of a piece of fiction is its view about life and how people behave.  In essence, the theme is not intended to teach or preach.  In fact, it is not presented directly at all.  You extract it from the characters, the action, and the setting all of which make up the story.  In other words, you must figure out the theme yourself!  The reader determines the theme from a variety of clues:
I. Check out the title!  Sometimes it tells you about the theme of the work.

II. Notice repeated patterns and symbols.  Sometimes, these lead you to theme.
III. Ask yourself what allusions are made throughout the story.
IV. Ask yourself what the details and particulars of the story are.  What greater meaning may they have?
V. Remember:  Theme, plot, and structure are inseparable for they inform and reflect back on each other.  
VI. Note:  What we determine to be the theme never completely explains the story.  It is simply one of the elements that make up the whole.
List of Possible Themes in Literary Works

Abandonment

Abuse of Power

Action vs. Apathy

Age

Ambition
American dream

Appearance vs. Reality

Beauty

Beating the odds

Betrayal

Bullying

Burden of secrets

Chance

Change vs. Tradition

The Chase

Chaos vs. Order

Civilization vs. Savagery 

Coming of age

Communication – verbal and nonverbal

Companionship as salvation

Conspiracy

Convention vs. Rebellion

Courage

Cowardice

Dangers of Ignorance

Dangers of Secrecy

Darkness and Light

Death

Deception

Decline

Defeat

Desire to escape

Difference

Disillusionment 

Displacement

Dreams

Duty (filial piety)

Effect of guilt on one’s conscience

Effects of the past

Empowerment

Emptiness of attaining false dream

Equality

Evils of Racism
Exclusion because of race/religion

Faith vs. Doubt

Fall from grace

Family

Fate vs. Free Will

Fear

Fear of Failure

Feminism 

Forgiveness

Freedom

Friendship

Fulfillment

Good vs. Evil

Greed

Grief & Loss

Guilt

Happiness

Hate

Heroism

Hope

Identity

Immortality

Individual vs. Society

Individuality

Inner vs. Outer Strength

Injustice

Interracial love & dating

Intolerance

-isms

Isolation
Jealously

Journey

Justice

Knowledge vs. Ignorance

Losing hope

Loss

Loss of innocence

Love

Loyalty

Manipulation

Materialism as a downfall

Maturity vs. Immaturity

Memory

Money

Mortality

Motherhood

Nationalism

Nature

Necessity of work

Need to fight discrimination

Obligation

Obsession

Oppression

Optimism 
Overcoming

Parenthood

Past vs. Present

Patience

Patriotism 

Peace

Peer pressure

Persecution 

Perseverance 

Poverty

Power

Power of the dead over the living

Prejudice

Pretending to be someone you’re not

Pride

Progress – real or illusion

Quest 

Race

Rebellion

Rebirth

Regret

Rejection

Religion

Repentance 

Resistance

Respect vs. Disrespect

Responsibility 

Restricted role of women

Retribution

Reunion

Revenge

Rivalry

Role of men/women

Sacrifice 

Search for identity 

Seizing the moment

Self – inner/outer

Self-awareness

Self-preservation

Self-reliance

Self-sacrifice 

Social mobility

Social class/status 

Spirituality 

Stages of life

Struggle

Suicide 

Suffering

Supernatural 

Survival 

Technology

Temporary nature of physical beauty

Temptation

Time

Totalitarianism 

Tradition

Truth vs. Lies

Value of…

Vanity as downfall

Violence 

Vulnerability of the meek/strong

War

Wealth

Will to survive

Winning vs. Losing 

Wisdom of experience 

Working class struggles 

Youth

