Theme in The Crucible
People who think and write about literature define theme in two ways.  Theme is sometimes compared to a topic in an essay.  In this sense, theme is one or more of ideas that keep coming up in the story or play.  In The Crucible, the idea of deception comes up many times.  When we read and think about the play, we have the opportunity to think about the theme of deception, about the kinds of deception as well as the causes and effects of deception.  Below, I have reproduced one reader’s list of themes (ideas that keep coming up) in The Crucible:

Themes:
Pride – Many villagers refuse to sign the confession because they would lose their pride and good names. 

Revenge - The girls and the accusers were naming people whom they did not like and wanted to harm them. 

Fear - Fear of the devil allowed the witch trials to go on. 

Conflict of authority - Danforth felt the law should be followed exactly, and that anyone who opposed the trials was trying to undermine him and his authority and the church. 

Puritan Ethics - They believed lying and adultery were horrible sins. 

Self interest - They were looking out for their own lives and took whatever actions necessary to save themselves. 

Honesty- Elizabeth was "not able to tell a lie". 
Theme is also compared to the thesis of an essay.  In this sense, theme is the main point of the story or play.  A reader might argue that the theme of The Crucible is that life without integrity (without living up to one’s moral values) is not worth living (so John Proctor refuses to lie to save his life, knowing that if he lied, his lie would not only ruin his reputation but the reputations of people who chose not to lie, Rebecca Nurse and Martha Corey).  It is difficult, however, to reduce a play like The Crucible to a single point.  For one thing, people are likely to disagree about what that single point might be; in addition, to claim that The Crucible is reducible to a single point is to treat the play as a fable or parable, a simple story that teaches a moral or lesson.
  In summary, theme, can be used in two senses:





a main or unifying idea of a story







or





the point (moral, lesson) of a story.

Because we read (in this class) complicated stories that cannot be reduced to a single point, when we talk about theme in this class, we are talking about a main or unifying idea of a story.   When we talk about the theme of a play (or story) we are talking about what the play (or story) says about one of the main ideas of the play (or story).
Themes in The Crucible  
(Homework:  Due October 20th 2010)

Self-Interest: Some of the characters in the play make their decisions based only on what is best for them.  What does the play have to say about using self-interest as the only basis for making a decision?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Revenge: Some of the characters in the play are out for revenge.  What does the play have to say about what happens to people who seek revenge or to people who are the victims of revenge?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Authority and Religion: The characters in the play live in a community where everyone is expected to follow the rules of one religion.  What does the play have to say about the consequences of everyone being expected to follow the rules of one religion?  What does the play have to say about a community where the political authority and the religious authority are one and the same?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Pride: Some of the characters in the play are so full of pride that it comes to dominate their decision making.  What does the play have to say about the dangers of pride?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Themes in The Crucible
Integrity: Some of the characters in the play are willing to die rather than betray the values that are important to them.  What does the play have to say about making the choice between living a life with integrity (living up to the values a person believes in) and living a life without integrity?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Honesty and Deception: Over and over again in the play, characters are faced with the choice between being honest or being a deceiver.  In fact, some characters choose to deceive themselves as well as others.  What does the play have to say about honesty and deception?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Greed: Some of the characters in the play are filled with greed.  What does the play have to say about greed?
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


Fear:  Many of the characters in the play have fears that determine their actions.  What does the play have to say about what happens when people give in to their fears? 
	Character
	Behavior
	Commentary

	
	
	


