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UNDERSTANDING
THE POWER OF
STORY: A GUIDE
TO LISTS OF
THEMES IN
LITERATURE

Every great story ever
told, from ancient epics
handed  down  through
oral  tradition  to  the
latest bestseller on the
digital  shelf,  is  held
together by a powerful,
invisible  thread:  its
theme.  While  the  plot
details  what  happens,
the  characters  who
does it, and the setting
where  it  occurs,  the
theme explores what it
all means. For readers,

students,  and  writers
a l i ke ,  consu l t i ng
comprehensive lists of
themes in literature
i s  n o t  m e r e l y  a n
academic exercise; it is
a way to unlock deeper
meaning, connect with
the human experience,
and  understand  the
timeless questions that
h a v e  f a s c i n a t e d
humanity for centuries.
This article provides a
detailed exploration of
these  foundational
ideas,  offering  a
structured look  at  the
recurring concepts that
define  our  most
cherished  stories.
Whether  you  are  a
student  analyzing  a
novel  for  a  class,  a

https://turn-nyc-edge-vdmdp.louper.io/
https://turn-nyc-edge-vdmdp.louper.io/


2

2 Lists Of Themes In Literature 2023-12-05

book  club  member
s e e k i n g  d e e p e r
discussion,  or a writer
looking  for  a  central
idea  for  your  next
project,  understanding
these  literary  devices
will transform how you
read and create. Let us
dive  into  the  most
significant  and
endur ing  themes,
organized  logically  to
show how they weave
through the tapestry of
world literature.

WHAT EXACTLY IS
A THEME IN
LITERATURE?

Be fo re  exp lo r i ng
specific  lists  of
themes in literature,
it  is  essential  to  define
the  term  clearly.  A
theme is not the same
as a subject or a topic.
A  subject  is  a  single
word,  such  as  "love,"
"war,"  or  "friendship."
A theme, however, is a
complete statement or

i d e a  a b o u t  t h a t
subject. For example, if
the  subject  is  "love,"
the  theme  might  be
that  "love  requires
sacrifice"  or  "love  can
be a destructive force."
Think of the theme as
the  central  argument
or  the  under ly ing
message the author is
trying to communicate.
It  is  the big idea that
lingers after you close
the  book.  Because
themes  dea l  w i th
u n i v e r s a l  h u m a n
concerns,  reading
widely  and  comparing
different  lists  of
themes in literature
allows  us  to  see  how
different  cultures  and
t ime  per iods  have
grappled  wi th  the
same  fundamental
questions.

MAJOR
CATEGORIES OF
LITERARY THEMES
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To  make  the  vas t
universe  of  literary
i d e a s  e a s i e r  t o
navigate, it is helpful to
group  themes  into
categories.  The  most
useful lists of themes
in  literature  often
divide  concepts  into
broad areas of human
experience.  Below are
the  most  common
c a t e g o r i e s ,  w i t h
specific  examples
drawn from classic and
contemporary works.

The
Individual
and The
Self:
Themes

of
Identity
and
Growth
Perhaps  the  most
personal  category  of
themes  involves  the
internal  journey  of  a
single character. These
ideas  explore  what  it
means to be human, to
change,  and  to  find
one's  p lace  in  the
world.

Coming of Age
(Bildungsroma
n): This is one of
the most beloved
themes. It traces
the psychological
and moral
growth of a
protagonist from
youth to
adulthood. The
character
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typically sheds a
sense of
innocence and
gains wisdom,
often through a
painful or
transformative
experience.
Classic examples
include To Kill a
Mockingbird by
Harper Lee,
where Scout
learns about
prejudice and
empathy, and
The Catcher in
the Rye by J.D.
Salinger, which
captures the
confusion of
adolescence.
The Search for
Identity: Who
am I? This
question drives
countless
narratives.
Characters may
struggle with
cultural identity,
sexual identity,

or their place in a
family. Works
like The
Namesake by
Jhumpa Lahiri or
Invisible Man by
Ralph Ellison are
powerful
explorations of
this theme.
Alienation and
Isolation: This
theme deals with
the feeling of
being an
outsider, cut off
from society,
family, or
oneself. It
frequently
appears in
modern
literature. Think
of Gregor Samsa
in Franz Kafka's
The
Metamorphosis,
who becomes an
insect and is
cruelly isolated
by his own
family.



Lists Of Themes In Literature 5

5

Inner Conflict
(Man vs. Self):
This is the
internal battle
within a
character's own
mind. It often
involves a
struggle with
guilt, morality, or
decision-making.
Shakespeare's
Hamlet is the
quintessential
example, where
the Prince's
internal debate
about action and
inaction drives
the entire play.

Relations
hips and
Society:

Themes
of
Connectio
n and
Conflict
No person is an island.
The  second  major
category found in any
comprehensive lists of
themes in literature
d e a l s  w i t h  h o w
individuals  interact
with  each  other  and
w i t h  t h e  l a r g e r
structures of society.

Love and
Sacrifice: Love
is a subject, but
the theme of
sacrifice dictates
what kind of
story it is. Does
love save the
day, or does it
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require a tragic
price? Examples
range from the
romantic
sacrifice in
Romeo and Juliet
to the platonic
love and ultimate
sacrifice in
Charles Dickens'
A Tale of Two
Cities.
The Corrupting
Power of
Power: How
does absolute
power affect the
human soul? This
theme is central
to works like
George Orwell's
Animal Farm and
1984, or William
Golding's Lord of
the Flies, where
the lust for
control destroys
order and
morality.
Justice vs. The
Law: This theme
distinguishes

between what is
legally correct
and what is
morally right.
Stories exploring
this often feature
flawed legal
systems. Harper
Lee's To Kill a
Mockingbird uses
the trial of Tom
Robinson to
explore this
theme in depth,
asking whether
true justice can
exist within a
corrupted
system.
Class and
Social
Inequality: This
theme examines
the divisions
between rich and
poor and the
struggles faced
by those in lower
social strata. The
Great Gatsby by
F. Scott
Fitzgerald is a
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stark critique of
the American
Dream and the
rigid class
structures of the
1920s.

Existence
and
Mortality:
Themes
of Life's
Big
Questions
The  most  profound
lists  of  themes  in
literature  always
include  the  existential
categor ies.  These
themes  confront  the
realities of  life,  death,
and  the  search  for
meaning.

Death and
Mortality: This
is perhaps the
most universal
theme. Stories
explore how
people face their
own mortality,
how they grieve
for others, and
what legacy they
leave behind.
Emily Dickinson's
poetry often
dwells on death,
as does the novel
The Death of
Ivan Ilyich by Leo
Tolstoy, which
forces the reader
to consider what
makes a life well-
lived.
The Meaning of
Life: This is the
granddaddy of all
themes.
Characters often
embark on
physical or
spiritual journeys
to find purpose.
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Hermann Hesse's
Siddhartha is a
direct
exploration of
this search for
enlightenment
and self-
knowledge.
Suffering and
Survival: Many
stories test their
characters
through
immense
hardship to see
what they are
made of. The
theme of survival
often intersects
with hope.
Example include
Life of Pi by Yann
Martel and The
Road by Cormac
McCarthy, both
of which examine
the lengths
humans will go
to in order to
survive.
Fate vs. Free
Will: Are our

lives
predetermined,
or do we have
control over our
destiny? This is a
central theme in
Greek tragedies
like Oedipus Rex,
where the hero
tries to escape a
prophecy only to
fulfill it, and it
remains a
powerful force in
modern
literature.

HOW TO USE LISTS
OF THEMES IN
LITERATURE FOR
DEEPER READING

Simply  memorizing  a
list is not enough. The
real  value  of  studying
lists  of  themes  in
l iterature  l ies  in
learning  how to  apply
this knowledge. Here is
h o w  t o  u s e  t h e s e
themes  to  enhance
y o u r  r e a d i n g
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experience.

Identifyin
g the
Central
Theme
When you start a new
book, keep the lists in
the back of your mind.
Ask  yourself:  What  is
t h e  c h a r a c t e r
constantly  worried
about?  What  is  the
main  conflict?  What
does the title suggest?
For  instance,  the  title
Pride  and  Prejudice
immediately  signals
the  central  themes  of
the novel. As you read,
look  for  patterns.  If  a
character  repeatedly
faces  situations  that
test  their  honor,  then
"honor" or "reputation"
is likely a key theme.

Distinguis
hing
Between
Main and
Minor
Themes
A  complex  novel  will
have one major theme
and  several  minor,
supporting themes. For
example, in The Great
Gatsby ,  t he  ma in
theme is the decay of
the  American  Dream.
H o w e v e r ,  m i n o r
themes  include  love,
betrayal,  class,  and
t i m e .  T h e  m o s t
de ta i l ed  l i s ts  o f
themes in literature
help  you  recognize
these  layers,  allowing
you to see how a book
can  be  about  many
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things at once.

Using
Themes
in Book
Club
Discussio
ns
Moving  beyond  "Did
you like the book?" to
"What  does  the  book
mean?" is the hallmark
of  a  great  discussion.
U s i n g  a  s h a r e d
v o c a b u l a r y  f r o m
thematic  lists  helps
readers articulate their
thoughts.  Instead  of
saying  "it  made  me
sad," you can say, "The
theme of  alienation in
The Catcher in the Rye
really  resonated  with
me." This elevates the

conversat ion  and
a l lows  fo r  deeper
analysis.

PROFESSIONAL
APPLICATION:
WRITING WITH
INTENTION

For  writers,  having  a
solid grasp of lists of
themes in literature
is  an essential  tool.  It
prevents  you  from
writing a story that is
"about nothing." Every
d e c i s i o n  i n  y o u r
novel—from  character
motivat ion  to  plot
twist—should  ideally
serve  your  theme.

Choosing
Your
Theme
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Before
You Write
Some writers start with
a  t h e m e ;  o t h e r s
discover  it  during  the
revision process. Either
way,  being  conscious
of it helps. If you want
to  wr i te  about  the
theme of redemption,
y o u  w i l l  c r e a t e  a
character  who  has
done something wrong
a n d  m u s t  e a r n
forg iveness .  Th is
theme  dictates  the
plot:  the  character
must  fall  before  they
can rise. By consulting
thematic lists, you can
choose a rich idea with
a long literary history,
g i v i n g  y o u r  w o r k
immediate  depth.

Weaving

the
Theme
Through
Symbolis
m
Once  you  know  your
theme,  you  can  use
symbols to reinforce it
without  tel l ing  the
reader directly. If your
t h e m e  i s  t h e
corrupting nature of
power ,  you  might
include a symbol  of  a
beautiful  r ing  that
tarnishes  the  skin  of
whoever wears it. This
is  a  technique  used
masterfully in The Lord
of  the  Rings  by  J.R.R.
Tolkien, where the Ring
itself  symbolizes  the
seduction  of  power.
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COMMON
MISCONCEPTIONS
ABOUT LITERARY

THEMES

While studying lists of
themes in literature
i s  h e l p f u l ,  i t  i s
important  to  avoid
common  traps.
Misconception  1:  A
Theme is a Moral. A
moral is a lesson, like
"honesty  is  the  best
policy."  A  theme  is
more complex. It is an
exploration of an idea,
n o t  a  s i m p l e
instruction. The theme
o f  1 9 8 4  i s  n o t
"totalitarianism is bad"
(a  moral),  but  rather
"how language controls
thought"  (a  complex
theme).
Misconception  2:
There  is  Only  One
Correct Theme. Many
novels  are  open  to
interpretation.  Two
different  readers might
identify  different

central  themes,  and
both  can  be  correct.
T h e  r i c h n e s s  o f
literature is that it can
suppo r t  mu l t i p l e
readings.  Lists  are
guides,  not  cages.
Misconception  3:
Theme is  the  Same
as  Plot.  The  plot  of
Moby Dick is a captain
hunting  a  whale.  The
theme  is  obsession,
fate,  and  the  conflict
between  man  and
nature.  Always  look
past the events to the
meaning behind them.

A DETAILED
REFERENCE LIST
OF COMMON
THEMES

To make this guide as
practical  as  possible,
here is  a consolidated
reference list  of  some
of the most frequently
appearing  themes  in
world  literature.  Use
this as a starting point
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for  your  own  reading
and writing.

Good vs. Evil:1.
The classic battle
between moral
right and wrong.
(e.g., Star Wars,
The Lord of the
Rings)
Love and Loss:2.
The joy of
romantic or
familial
connection
contrasted with

the pain of
separation or
death. (e.g., The
Fault in Our
Stars)
Sacrifice: Giving3.
up something of
value for a
greater cause.
(e.g., The Hunger
Games)
Coming of Age:4.
The transition
from innocence
to experience


