Narrative Guide



 THEME

The key questions for eliciting a work's theme are:
·   What is the subject? (that is, what is the work about?)
·   Then, what is the theme? (that is, what does the work say about the subject?)
·   And finally, in what direct and indirect ways does the work communicate the theme(s)?

One strategy for discovering a work's theme(s) is to apply fre
quently asked questions about areas of human experience, such as the following:


Human nature: What image of humankind emerges from the work? Are people, for example, generally good? deeply flawed?

The nature of society: Does the author portray a particular society or social scheme as life-enhancing or life-destroying? Are characters we care about in conflict with their society? If so, in what ways do they conflict with that society? Do these characters want to escape from it? What causes and perpetuates this society? If the society is flawed, how is it flawed?

Human freedom: What control over their lives do the characters have? Do they make choices in complete freedom? Are they driven by forces beyond their control? Does Providence or some grand scheme govern history, or is history simply random and arbitrary?

Ethics: What are the moral conflicts in the work? Are they clear cut or ambiguous? That is, is it clear to us what is right and what exactly is wrong? When moral conflicts are ambiguous in a work, right often opposes right, not wrong. (Don't forget to examine these issues from the perspective of every character.) What rights are in opposition to one another? If right opposes wrong, does right win in the end? To what extent are characters to blame for their actions?



Finally, another strategy for discovering a work's theme(s) is to answer this question:
Who serves as the moral center of the work? The moral center is the one person whom the author vests with right action and right thought (that is, what the author seems to think is the right action and the right thought). The one character who seems clearly good and who often serves to judge the other character.

Additional strategies to develop a thematic statement:
1.   List the subject or subjects for the work. For each subject, see if you can state a theme in a complete sentence. Put a check next to the ones that seem most important.
2.   Explain how the title, subtitle, epigraph, chapter, titles, and names of characters may be related to theme.
3.   Describe the work's depiction of human behavior.
4.   Describe the work's depiction of society. Explain the representation of social ills and how they might be corrected or addressed.
5.   List the moral issues raised by the work.
6.   Name the character who is the moral center of the work. List his or her traits that support you choice.
7.   Mark statements by the author or characters that seem to state or imply themes.
8.   Does the theme of the work reinforce values you hold, or does it to some degree challenge them? 






Notes on Theme
Theme is a statement, direct or implied, about the subject (Nicholson).
	SUBJECT (general topic)
	THEMES (examples)

	The individual in nature

Man versus nature

Man versus animal
	Nature reminds us of how vulnerable we really are.

Intellect is no match for the raw forces of nature.

	The individual in society

Man versus society

Man versus man
	Strength of character is often measured in how well we can stand by our convictions even when they are considered unpopular or dangerous.

An individual who is committed to change will succeed, even in the most adverse circumstances.



	The individual and knowledge

Man versus technology
	Man’s quest for knowledge regardless of his intentions can be disastrous.

The practice of science without responsibility is immoral.



	Love
	Without love, life has no meaning.

Love can be a powerful force for change.



	Alienation
	Alienation can lead to self-knowledge.

Being human requires us to be a part of something greater than just ourselves.



	Initiation and maturation
	Our childhood experiences often shape who we become as adults.

A person grows only as much as he or she is willing to change.



	Death
	Death is a part of life that can give life itself its ultimate meaning.

Death is inescapable, despite our efforts to the contrary.


Table Source:

Angelia C. Greiner and Skip Nicholson
There are 4 layers to themes:

1. Literal

2. Personal

3. Moral

4. Universal

Try to put into words the insight about life the author is conveying to the reader through the text. Begin with a statement of the literal meaning of the text, then examine the personal layer (what meaning you got out of it personally in relation to your own life), the moral level (what it might teach us about our relationships with others and the world we live in), and the universal level (what it might show us about the way all things work together in the universe). 
