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What is a theme? All literary writers write to communicate themes, that is, their thoughts or opinions on certain issues which can be debated. Indeed, themes are controversial ideas about life for which it is possible to have an argument or a discussion with somebody (you can also think about how you can carry out a discussion with yourself – this is what you do as you try to argue out your ideas in an essay) because there are no hard rules about how these issues should be handled. Think about modern arguments about devolution and the senate and Governors and County governments in Kenya today. When these ideas were muted, they seemed rosy things that would immediately transform our country into a modern Roman Empire. Or so we were led to believe. But when they were put into practice, other things began emerging; like how counties can be taken advantage of by the Governors and there is little we can do about it; like how some of these changes might simply have been propelled by people’s egos – the need to fly your own flag, the need to control your own small government or, may be, the need to lead the public in one direction while political minds focused elsewhere. Indeed, if you consider these ideas carefully, and remember the history of their creation well, you will be surprised how un-Kenyan many of them are. These are controversies. Government and leadership are controversial. That is why the likes of Bertolt Brecht find it necessary to write about them. That is why they are themes.

A theme can be seen as an idea for which, if somebody asked you for your opinion, you would be very ready to say something; like we were very ready to try devolution. But a minute later, you will feel tempted to add something else, possibly even to contradict yourself. Like the way the senators and the Governors are suddenly contradicting each other although it was unanimous with them that devolution was the way to go for all of them before the election. Or so we thought. With a theme, you can never ever have a conclusive debate unless you are one of those stubborn people with whom no one can hold a discussion. Leadership as a theme for example has held people in awe since the times of the Egyptian pharaohs, the great Chinese wall and beyond. People are still discussing its nature, going through the motions of refining it (and often doing worse damage), trying to decide which is the best way to lead in order to be fair to all. But you can ask again, does fairness or justice exist? Or is it an ideal in the minds of philosophers? That is exactly what Bertolt Brecht asks in The Caucasian Chalk Circle. And the question goes beyond him to Li Xingdao and the great King Solomon in the bible who had used some circle of chalk before. Justice and Fairness are controversial subjects. That is why we need to study them – or at least study Brecht’s opinion of them.

What is one good way to go about themes in a literature classroom? How can you go about themes on your own to be sure that you discover or you see what you are expected to see? It may not be the best way – because it could be another controversial idea, a theme that needs discussion – but one thing I have come to learn to do and to teach my students to do is to see a theme from its possibilities. If a theme is an opinion, then it must be based on something, some idea that can be captured in one or two words. That idea can be called a subject. There are as many subjects as you can care to name; all those things that control how the world goes about its business from day to day; all those ideas for which it is possible to give an opinion. These are subjects. While a subject can be captured in a single word or two – science, education, war, marriage, childhood, technology, leadership, etc (probably even Governorship or Senatorship in Kenya!) – a theme can only be captured through a statement. This is because a theme is a person’s considered opinion about a subject. Of science one could say science is a mirage that pretends to make people’s lives easier while making them more complex. Of marriage one could say every woman
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