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ENGL 1150, Whalen 

Defining Literary Themes 

Theme is the underlying meaning of a story: a universal truth or statement the story makes about 
society, human nature, or the human condition.  

A book's theme must be described in universal terms, not in terms of the plot. Plot, characters, and 
symbols are what the author uses to convey the theme.  

A theme is: 
--specific, not general; 
--original, not a cliché; 
--a message, not a moral. 

(adapted from Stauffer, M. H. (1999, March 4). Outline on literary elements.  University of South Florida. Retrieved 
February 15, 2007, from http://www.cas.usf.edu/lis/lis6585/class/litelem.html) 

Examples:  “Envy” is a concept, not a theme 
“Envy in The Great Gatsby” is a topic, not a theme. 
“The color green helps convey the role envy plays in society” is a topic, not a theme. 
“In The Great Gatsby, the color green helps convey the potentially destructive effects of 
envy” is a theme. 

The primary theme is most important theme in the story, but a piece of literature may have 
secondary themes as well.  

Identifying Themes 
 
One way to identify a theme is to look for symbols and see if the author uses symbols to say 
something about society, life, or human nature. 
 
A symbol is a concrete object—something you can see, smell, taste, touch, or hear—that takes on 
extra meaning or represents something in addition to its real function in life.  Depending upon the time 
and culture, the meaning of a symbol can change. 
 

Example: green 
On St. Patrick’s Day in the U.S., green represents Irish heritage. 
In U.S. business contexts, green represents money or wealth (because U.S. dollars are green). 
In The Great Gatsby, green represents greed or envy. 
 
Example: eagle 
In modern-day America, the eagle is a symbol of democracy, freedom, and justice.  
 
However, across time and culture the eagle has meant different things to different groups of 

people: 
“The eagle is held to represent a noble nature from its strength and aristocratic appearance, as well as 
its association with the ancient kings of Persia, Babylon and the Roman legions, having been the official 
ensign of those empires. Since then, other empires and nations have also adopted the eagle as their 
symbol, such as the German Third Reich and the empire conquered by Napoleon. The eagle is also 
associated with the sun. As a Christian symbol, the eagle represents salvation, redemption and 
resurrection. The eagle has been represented over the centuries in a variety of different ways: wing tips 
pointed up or down, wings closed or rising or the eagle displayed from above with one or two heads. 
Parts of the eagle such as the head, wings, legs or talons, are also often symbols in heraldry. The claw 
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of a bird and leg of a bird are always taken to be that of an eagle unless specified otherwise, and the 
eagle leg borne on a shield or coat of arms is said to signify that the ‘preyer upon others has been 
preyed upon,’ though this is highly uncertain. An interesting form of the eagle is the alerion, which is 
drawn without the beak or the legs. It is thought to represent a formerly great warrior who was seriously 
injured in combat and is no longer able to fight. The osprey may also be classed with the eagle. It is 
always represented as a white eagle and is referred to in heraldry as a sea-eagle.” 

“Eagle.” Swyrich Corporation. 2007. 15 Feb. 2007. 
http://www.houseofnames.com/xq/asp/keyword.eagle/qx/symbolism_details.htm 

 
List symbols from Taking the Reins: 
 
__________________ __________________ ________________ __________________ 
 
__________________ __________________ ________________ __________________ 
 
__________________ __________________ ________________ __________________ 
 
Often, themes are based on a concrete symbol used to represent a cultural value or perception or a 
universal belief. List values, perceptions, or beliefs from Stable Weight: 
 
__________________ __________________ ________________ __________________ 
 
__________________ __________________ ________________ __________________ 
 
__________________ __________________ ________________ __________________ 
 
 

Practice Identifying Themes 
 

For each of the following, identify whether the statement is a topic or a theme. These statements 
apply to the novel The House of Sand and Fog by Andre Dubus III. 

____________1.   Characters in the House of Sand and Fog make poor decisions. 

____________ 2.   In the House of Sand and Fog, Lester and Kathy make poor decisions that lead  
to their downfall. 

__________ 3. In the House of Sand and Fog, fog represents moral ambiguity. 

___________  4.  In the House of Sand and Fog, the American dream is not always what it 
seems.  

____________5.  In the House of Sand and Fog, Kathy uses TV and movies to “check out.” 

____________6.  In the House of Sand and Fog, fog represents the blurring of reality and  
appearance. 

____________7. The widow’s walk in the House of Sand and Fog represents the characters’  
climb toward the American dream.  

____________8. In the House of Sand and Fog, poor decisions lead to bad consequences.  
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____________9. In the House of Sand and Fog, home is where the heart is. 

 
Generating Thesis Statements for Analyzing a Theme 

 
When you analyze a theme, as you’ll do in your essay, select a theme and demonstrate for readers 
how the author used symbols, characters, and/or plot to convey that theme.  
 
On each of the following lines, write down a theme, evidence of that theme (from the Taking the 
Reins), and explain how author Lisa Whalen demonstrates that theme. Imagine explaining what a 
theme is and then providing an example of it as if you are talking to a friend. 
 
Theme    Evidence   Demonstration 
 
_______________________  _____________________ __________________________________ 
 
 
     _____________________ __________________________________ 
 
 
     _____________________ __________________________________ 
 
 
     _____________________ __________________________________ 
 
 
     _____________________ __________________________________ 
 
 
     _____________________ __________________________________ 
 
     

Additional Notes and Ideas 
 

Use this space to brainstorm and outline for your essay. 
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