
C. Theme: it’s the life of your lifestories.
     Underlying all of your stories is its theme. The theme is real-
ly a message, the global way in which you understand your
story—either in its entirety or in its parts. The theme conveys
the essence of the you (or the them) that you want the reader,
and history, to know and understand. The theme provides spir-
it to your piece, the breath of life that individualizes your
lifestory.
      All writing has a theme or a message. Theme can be super-
ficial or deep. Sometimes you can recapitulate it in one word
(e.g., perseverance). At other times, you need a phrase or a sen-
tence (e.g., what happens to us in our lives is always part of our
journey and not separate from it). Even the superficial, all-plot
TV program has a theme, but it is likely to be something as
shallow as “we’re the ‘good’ guys and they’re the “bad’ guys” or
as insidious (and hidden) as “materialism brings happiness.”
      1) The theme is dependent on your insights. Insights, as
I mentioned in the previous section, are glimpses of under-
standing. (“Oh, that’s why—or how—she did that!”) When
insights accumulate, as you view your stories over time, and
bring them into ever sharper focus, you begin to see larger,
broader conclusions about your subject’s life—and even the
meaning of life itself. The themes of your stories evolve from,
and are synonymous with, these conclusions.
      ■ Self-serving excuses should not be confused with
insight. For instance, we might write in our lifestories that it
was because of our parents’ style of raising children or of the
strictures of our ethnic group or of the limitations imposed by
our socio-economic class that we have not achieved certain
goals. Of course, this “insight” fails to account for our failure as
adults to create our own opportunities to overcome these very
real shortcomings or to turn them into advantages in a creative
way. This so-called “insight” then is really a self-serving excuse
to avoid doing work on how we live our lives.

In this section, you
will examine the
message you impart
to your reader
through your
lifestories.
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“Desire is where
perseverance comes
from, where a
certain necessary 
stubbornness comes
from, and finally, it
should be what
makes people try to
become better in
the absolute sense.”

—Madison Smartt Bell
writer

Our choice of theme
tells us a lot about
how we view life.



      2) Theme influences choices for every element in the
story: plot development, characterization, and setting. Let’s
look at these elements. Here’s the shell of the plot: your father
was laid off; a difficult time followed for the family; your father
received additional training and obtained a different job.
      Your treatment of this plot will vary according to your
theme. Let’s suppose the following is your theme: “events
whose consequences we can’t understand happen gratuitously
to us in our lives, but we can always make the best of things.”
In the elaboration of this particular theme (message), you will
find it natural to set your father’s being laid off not only with
his reaction at the time but also with its consequences. Because
of your positive theme, you will write about the new circum-
stances that developed for your father and about his psycho-
logical growth (character). To develop your theme, you will
show how important it was for him to “roll with the punches,”
to allow himself to experience being without the identity his job
and his role as family provider had furnished, and ultimately to
exercise choices that led to new, satisfying pursuits.
      So much for one plot development. Now imagine that
your theme (obviously based on different insights) had
been: “life deals each of us gratuitous, unwarranted dirty
tricks and my father was no exception.” In this story you
would emphasize the role other people played in your
father’s being laid off and how no one helped him. You
would dwell on the negative elements—how the economic
demands made on him by his children left him with few
choices, how his insufficient education (due in turn to his
parents, his ethnic group, etc.) limited his job options. You
would probably undervalue the training that led to a differ-
ent job and fail to acknowledge the psychological growth
that he experienced as a result of training and his new job
challenges.
      Both of these plot developments would be based on the
same facts, but the stories themselves would be very differ-
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“Why didn’t I hide
Jews from the

Nazis?” one man
asked incredulously.

“You have to
understand—I had

children. How could
I risk their lives?!”

“Why did I hide Jews
from the Nazis?

another responded.
“I had children! How

could I not hide
Jews? How could I
risk leaving them a

world like that, a
world without

Jews?”

—Dutch interview
subjects in a TV

documentary



ent because they are inspired by very different themes. As a
writer, you must be aware that your theme (the message you
seek to impart) affects the interpretation of every fact in
your story. By conscious use of theme, you can make a story
into your own distinct and unique account.
      3) Discover the theme of your story as you proceed. It
is all right to begin writing without a specific theme in mind.
As you write, and re-write (rewriting is crucial in deepening
your sense of the story’s meaning), be attentive to the theme
which may gradually reveal itself to you. This process can be
an intriguing one if you are open to it. Theme is revealed as
you find yourself using certain words and phrases or express-
ing certain ideas over and over again. Discovering your
theme in this way is not only important but it can catch your
interest and make your lifewriting compelling. It will keep
you coming back to your writing.
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“A writer is not so
much someone who
has something to say
as he is someone
who has found a
process that will
bring about new
things he would not
have thought of if he
had not started to
say them.”

—William Stafford
poet

E x e r c i s e
     Look at the stories you have written so far and examine them for theme.

      ■ What are your stories saying beyond the facts? To find your theme, finish this sentence for
each of several of your stories: “This story shows how it is important for people to…”
      ■ Are you gearing your theme to an intended audience (i.e., children or grandchildren)? How
has this influenced the plot development, the characterization and your use of setting?
      ■ What have you discovered about your theme while writing? Has the theme changed? How
has this affected your interest?


