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~ ENG 3UI ~
Topics vs. Themes

To determine a text’s theme(s), we must begin by understanding the TOPIC(S) with which it deals.

TOPIC – An issue that comes up as a major focus of events within a text, be it a novel, play, short story, poem, etc.

· A topic can usually be expressed in a single WORD or PHRASE (e.g. parenting, regret, happiness, success, self-awareness).
· Most longer texts (such as novels, plays, movies, etc.) have several themes.
THEME - The controlling idea, unifying concept and/or central insight within a text.

· A theme is not a topic; instead, it is what the text “SAYS” about one of its topics.

· Although similar, a THEME is not simply the MORAL of a story; it is a more central insight about the story.

· Often, a text’s theme is a revelation of human character.

· A theme is more than just a simple statement; it is an explanation of what we learn from a text and what is proven through an examination of its events.

· A theme must be able to be proven and supported by examples from the text itself.
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~ Themes ~
How to State a Theme
· A theme must be expressed in the form of a STATEMENT (ONE brief sentence).  For example, whereas “regret” is a topic, a potential theme based on it might be “One must overcome past regrets in order to be happy in the present.”

· A theme must be stated as a GENERALIZATION about life; names of characters or specific situations in the plot are NOT to be used when stating a theme (they should be able to apply to other texts, as well, not just the one you’re currently reading).  However, when trying to explain, prove and support a theme in an essay’s body paragraphs, use specific details from the text to present and develop your argument.

· Do not use first person pronouns such as “I,” “we,” “you” and “their” when stating your theme.  Instead, use “ONE” to make a general reference to a person (e.g. “One must overcome past regrets in order to be happy in the present”).

· A theme must not be a generalization larger than is justified by the terms of the text.  For example, don’t use a cheesy theme like “True love can overcome anything.”  It’s too broad and, therefore, can’t be proven!
· Any statement that reduces a theme to some familiar saying or cliché should be avoided.  For example, do not use “You can’t judge a book by its cover,” “Every cloud has a silver lining,” “What goes around comes around,” and so on.
· Themes often follow a CAUSE AND EFFECT format: “If one does __________, then the outcome will be __________.”  For example, “One must overcome past regrets in order to be happy in the present” (CAUSE = overcoming past regrets, EFFECT = being happy in the present).

· The quotations you select to support your theme must present its development throughout the text:


First Quotation: Introduce the initial SITUATION

Second Quotation: Introduce the DEVELOPMENT or “CAUSE”

Third Quotation: Show the RESULT or “EFFECT”
Using this approach, your three quotations will work together to successfully support and prove the theme’s presence within the text.
