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To ?om:nm. a mighty book, you must choose a mighty theme.
—HERMAN MELVILLE

What You Will Learn in This Chapler
= To define theme ;
» To explain the difference between theme and plot summary
= To summarize a story’s theme in a single sentence

® To analyze the role of a theme in a story

@Jro theme of a story is whatever general idea or insight the entire story reveals. In
some stories the theme is unmistakable. At the end of Aesop’s fable about the council
of the mice that can’t decide who will bell the cat, the theme is stated in the moral: It is
easier to propose a thing than to carry it out. In a work of commercial fiction, too, the theme
(if any) is usually obvious. Consider a typical detective thriller in which, say, a rookie
police officer trained in scientific methods of crime detection sets out to solve a mystery
sooner than his or her rival, a veteran sleuth whose only laboratory is carried under his
hat. Perhaps the veteran solves the case, leading to the conclusion (and the theme),
“The old ways are the best ways after all.” Or the story might dramatize the same rivalry
but reverse the outcome, having the tookie win, thereby reversing the theme: “The
times are changing! Let’s shake loose from old-fashioned ways.”

PLOT VERSUS THEME

In literary fiction, a theme is seldom so obvious. That is, a theme need not be a moral
or a message; it may be what the events add up to, what the story is about. When we
come to the end of a finely wrought short story such as Emest Hemingway's “A Clean,
Well-Lighted Place” (Chapter 5), it may be easy to sum up the plot—to say what hap-
pens—but it is more difficult to sum up the story’s main idea. Evidently, Hemingway
relates events—how a younger waiter gets rid of an old man and how an older waiter
then goes to a coffee bar—but in themselves these events seem relatively slight,
though the story as a whole seems large (for its size) and full of meaning. A summary,
a brief condensation of the main idea or plot of a literary work, may be helpful, but it
tends to focus on the surface events of a story. A theme aims for a deeper me more
comprehensive statement of its larger meaning, P
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When we finish ammmr.s,m A Clean, Well-Lighted Place,” we feel that there is
such a theme, 2 unifying vision, even though we cannot reduce it absolutely to a tag.
Like some freshwater _me. alive with creatures, Hemingway's story is a broad expanse,
reflecting in many directions. No wonder that many readers will view it in different
ways.

Moral inferences may be drawn from the story, no doubt, for Hemingway is indi-
rectly giving us advice about propetly regarding and sympathizing with the lonely, the
uncertain, and the old. But the story doesn’t set forth a lesson that we are supposed
to put into practice. One could argue that “A Clean, Well-Lighted Place” contains
several themes, and other statements could be made to include Hemingway’s views
of love, of communication between people, of dignity. Great short stories, like great
symphonies, frequently have more than one theme.

SUMMARIZING THE THEME

In many a fine short story, theme is the center, the moving force, the principle of
unity. Clearly, such a theme is something other than the characters or plot of a story.
Tosay that James Joyce's “Araby” (Chapter 13) is a short story about a boy who goes
toabazaar to buy a gift for a young woman, only to arrive too late, is to summarize the
plot, not the theme. (The theme might be put, “The romantic illusions of a young man
are vulnerable to the lessons of reality,” or it might be put in any of a hundred other
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