Theme vs. Motif
theme—not simply the subject of a literary work but rather a statement that the text seems to be making about that subject; a message, moral, or lesson conveyed through the events, conflicts, and characters

When we talk about themes in class, we might say that we’re discussing the theme of prejudice in the story.  A lot of times, your teacher will give you a starting point like “prejudice,” but it’s up to you to determine what the story is telling about that particular subject.  

Questions to help locate a theme

· Does the text examine some common life experience or problem?
· Does the text offer any solutions or answers to common problems?
· How do the other elements in the story work together?  What ideas or observations about life do they reveal?

Subject of work: prejudice


Possible themes:

· Prejudice destroys relationships in a society because it causes people not to understand one another.

· A prejudiced judicial system inevitably results in injustice.

· Prejudice is not confined to one group of people; even those oppressed by the majority can form prejudices against others.

Subject of work: love

Possible themes: 

· Love can cause people to change their behavior and respond in ways they might not have before falling in love.

· Love can be both a unifying and destructive force.

· Love can cause people to be blind to the truth.

motif (moh-TEEF)—a unifying element in an artistic work, especially any recurrent image, symbol, character type, subject, narrative detail; a unifying element found in multiple works throughout time

When we look for motifs, we look for patterns within a work that have significance.  Sometimes motifs might be related to the theme of a work, but they can also have other functions within the story as they provide unity.  Here are some examples of motifs:
· motifs in Romeo and Juliet: light and darkness, bird imagery (crows, swans, nightingales, larks), poor timing

· motifs in Romeo and Juliet common with other works: parent/child difficulties, tragic decisions

Function of Motif

Along with presenting a prevailing theme, writers include several motifs in their literary works as reinforcements. Motifs contribute in developing the major theme of a literary work and help readers to comprehend the underlying messages that writers intend to communicate to them.

Example #1

The central idea of the co-existence of good and evil in Harper Lee’s “To Kill the Mocking Bird” is supported by several motifs. Lee strengthens the atmosphere by a motif of Gothic details i.e. recurrent images of gloomy and haunted settings, supernatural events, full moon etc. Another motif in the narrative is the small town life of Maycom, which depicts goodness and pleasantness in life.

Example #2

In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, we find a recurring motif of incest accompanied by incestuous desires of some characters. Laertes speaks to his sister Ophelia in a way that is sexually explicit. Hamlet shows obsession for Gertrude’s sexual life with Claudius has an underlying tone of an incestuous desire. Besides, there is a motif of hatred for women that Hamlet experiences in his relationship with Gertrude and Ophelia. Hamlet expresses his disgust for women in Scene 2 of Act I:

“Frailty, thy name is woman”

