in literature what is a subject

in literature what is a subject is a fundamental question that addresses one
of the core components of literary analysis and interpretation. The subject
in literature refers to the main topic or the central idea around which a
literary work is developed. Understanding what constitutes a subject is
essential for readers, students, and critics to engage deeply with texts and
to interpret the underlying messages and themes effectively. This article
explores the definition of a subject in literature, differentiates it from
related concepts such as theme and topic, and examines how subjects function
across various literary genres. Additionally, it discusses the importance of
identifying the subject in literary criticism and provides examples to
clarify its application. The following sections will guide readers through a
comprehensive understanding of the subject in literature, enhancing their
analytical skills and enriching their reading experience.

Definition of Subject in Literature

Difference Between Subject, Theme, and Topic

Role of Subject in Literary Analysis

Examples of Subjects in Different Literary Genres

e How to Identify the Subject in a Literary Work

Definition of Subject in Literature

The subject in literature is the primary matter or the central focus around
which a literary piece revolves. It can be thought of as the “what” the text
is about, encompassing the main ideas or issues the author intends to
explore. Unlike the theme, which delves into the message or the underlying
meaning, the subject is more concrete and straightforward. It often
summarizes the content or the narrative’s core without interpreting it.

In many cases, the subject is expressed in a few words or a short phrase,
such as love, war, betrayal, or identity. These subjects provide the
groundwork upon which the story, poem, or play is constructed. Recognizing
the subject is crucial because it helps frame the context and scope of the
literary work, allowing readers to grasp its primary focus.

Difference Between Subject, Theme, and Topic
While the terms subject, theme, and topic are sometimes used interchangeably,

each has a distinct meaning in literary studies. Clarifying these differences
is important for accurate literary analysis and interpretation.

Subject

The subject refers to the broad, general idea or the main matter the work



addresses, such as friendship, Jjustice, or freedom. It is descriptive and
objective, stating what the work is about without offering any
interpretation.

Theme

The theme is the underlying message, insight, or commentary the author
conveys about the subject. Themes often reflect universal truths or explore
moral, social, or philosophical questions. For example, a subject might be
“war,” while the theme could be “the futility of war” or “the impact of war
on humanity.”

Topic

The topic is often more specific than the subject and can be seen as the
particular aspect or angle of the subject that the work focuses on. It may
also refer to the specific events or situations depicted in the story. For
example, within the subject of “love,” the topic might be “unrequited love”
or “love in times of crisis.”

e Subject: General idea or matter
e Theme: Author’s message or insight

e Topic: Specific focus or aspect of the subject

Role of Subject in Literary Analysis

The subject serves as a foundation for literary analysis, enabling readers
and critics to categorize and better understand a work. By identifying the
subject, analysts can explore how the author approaches the topic, what
perspectives are presented, and how the narrative elements contribute to the
overall message.

In academic settings, pinpointing the subject helps in forming thesis
statements, guiding research, and structuring essays. It also aids in
comparing and contrasting different works by focusing on their shared or
divergent subjects. Moreover, understanding the subject can reveal cultural,
historical, or ideological contexts influencing the text.

Subject as a Tool for Interpretation

Recognizing the subject allows readers to move beyond surface-level reading
and engage with deeper interpretations. It helps in identifying symbolism,
motifs, and character development related to the central matter. For example,
in a novel with the subject of “identity,” analyzing how characters struggle
with self-understanding can lead to richer insights about the text’s meaning.



Subject and Reader Engagement

The subject also influences how readers emotionally and intellectually
connect with a literary work. Subjects that touch on universal experiences or
contemporary issues tend to resonate more, making literature more impactful
and relevant.

Examples of Subjects in Different Literary
Genres

Subjects vary widely across literary genres, reflecting the diversity of
human experience and artistic expression. Below are some examples
illustrating common subjects in various types of literature:

e Fiction: Love, betrayal, adventure, identity, power
e Poetry: Nature, mortality, beauty, grief, spirituality
e Drama: Conflict, justice, family dynamics, revenge, morality

e Non—-fiction: History, politics, culture, science, biography

Each genre approaches these subjects differently, using distinctive literary
techniques and narrative structures. For instance, a drama may explore the
subject of justice through character conflicts and dialogue, while poetry
might use imagery and metaphor to address grief.

How to Identify the Subject in a Literary Work

Identifying the subject in literature involves careful reading and analysis.
Several strategies can help pinpoint the central matter of a text
effectively.

Examine the Title and Opening Lines

The title often provides clues about the subject. Similarly, the opening
lines or chapters typically introduce the main focus or setting that frames
the subject.

Analyze Repeated Elements

Recurring motifs, symbols, or ideas throughout the work can signal the
subject. Paying attention to what the narrative emphasizes repeatedly helps
identify its core matter.



Consider the Characters and Plot

The experiences and challenges faced by characters often revolve around the
subject. Analyzing the plot’s central conflicts or themes also leads to a
clearer understanding of the subject.

Ask What the Work Is About

A straightforward but effective approach is to summarize the work in a few
words or a phrase focusing on the main idea. This summary usually reflects
the subject.

1. Read the title and introduction carefully
2. Identify recurring ideas and motifs
3. Analyze character goals and conflicts

4. Summarize the central focus in a brief phrase

Frequently Asked Questions

In literature, what does the term 'subject' refer to?

In literature, the 'subject' refers to the main topic or theme that a
literary work is about. It is the central idea or matter that the text
explores or discusses.

How is the subject different from the theme in
literature?

The subject is the general topic or what the story is about, such as love,
war, or friendship, while the theme is the underlying message or insight
about that subject that the author conveys through the narrative.

Can a literary work have more than one subject?

Yes, a literary work can have multiple subjects. For example, a novel might
explore subjects like family, identity, and social justice simultaneously.

Why is identifying the subject important when
analyzing literature?

Identifying the subject helps readers understand the focus of the work and
provides a foundation for deeper analysis of themes, characters, and plot.

Is the subject always explicitly stated in a literary



work?

No, the subject is not always explicitly stated; often, readers infer the
subject by examining the content, characters, and events within the text.

How does the subject influence the structure of a
literary work?

The subject often guides the structure by determining the types of events,
characters, and settings that are included to effectively explore or
represent that topic.

Can the subject of a literary work change over time
or with different interpretations?

While the primary subject generally remains consistent, different readers or
cultural contexts may highlight different aspects of the subject, leading to
varied interpretations and understandings.

Additional Resources

1. What Is Literature? by Jean-Paul Sartre

This seminal work by existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre explores the
role of literature in society and its connection to human freedom. Sartre
argues that literature is a form of committed writing that reflects the
author's engagement with social and political issues. The book delves into
the responsibilities of the writer and the transformative power of literary
art.

2. The Nature and Aim of Literature by R.G. Collingwood

Collingwood’s classic text examines the purpose of literature and its
distinction from other art forms. He emphasizes the expression of emotion as
the central aim of literary works. The book also discusses the imaginative
process of the writer and the way literature evokes shared feelings in
readers.

3. What Literature Teaches Us About Life by Peter J. Rabinowitz

Rabinowitz explores how literature serves as a mirror to human experience,
offering insights into moral dilemmas and emotional complexities. The book
argues that literature teaches empathy and deepens our understanding of
diverse perspectives. It includes analyses of various genres and their
educational wvalue.

4. Literature: An Introduction to Fiction, Poetry, Drama, and Writing by X.J.
Kennedy and Dana Gioia

This comprehensive anthology and guide introduces readers to the fundamental
elements of literature. It explains how different literary forms communicate
ideas and emotions, and it highlights the significance of subject matter in
shaping interpretation. The text is widely used in academic settings to build
literary analysis skills.

5. The Subject of Literature: A Philosophical Inquiry by Maurice Blanchot
Blanchot investigates the concept of the “subject” within literature,
focusing on the relationship between the author, the text, and the reader.
The book questions traditional notions of identity and meaning, proposing a
more fluid and dynamic understanding of literary subjects. It is a key text



for those interested in literary theory and philosophy.

6. Reading as a Writer: A Guide for Literature Students by Francine Prose
Prose offers practical advice on how to approach literature with the
perspective of a writer, paying close attention to subject matter, style, and
narrative techniques. The book encourages readers to analyze what makes
literary subjects compelling and how writers convey complex ideas. It is both
instructional and inspiring for students and aspiring authors.

7. The Subject of the Sentence: Syntax and Semantics in Literature by M.A.K.
Halliday

Halliday’s work bridges linguistics and literary studies by examining how
subjects function within sentences to create meaning. The book looks at how
grammatical subjects influence narrative voice and character development.
It’s an essential resource for understanding the interplay between language
structure and literary expression.

8. Subject and Object in Literary Interpretation by Jonathan Culler

Culler explores the dynamics between the subject (the reader or the
character) and the object (the text or the world) in the process of literary
interpretation. The book discusses how meaning is constructed through this
interaction and how different theoretical approaches handle the concept of
subjectivity. It is influential in the fields of literary criticism and
theory.

9. Exploring the Subject in Contemporary Literature by Linda Hutcheon
Hutcheon analyzes how modern and postmodern literature challenge traditional
representations of the subject. The book focuses on themes of identity,
selfhood, and fragmentation in contemporary narratives. It offers insights
into the evolving nature of subjectivity in literature and its cultural
implications.
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high school students seeking to conquer this challenging exam and secure a top score. This
comprehensive guidebook provides an in-depth analysis of the test's format, content, and scoring
system, empowering students with a clear understanding of what to expect on test day. With its
targeted strategies and expert guidance, this book takes students on a journey through every aspect
of the SAT Literature Subject Test, leaving no stone unturned. Students will learn how to: * Master
the art of persuasive essay writing, a crucial component of the exam, by developing a strong thesis
statement, supporting arguments with evidence, and organizing their thoughts effectively. *
Deconstruct literary passages with precision, identifying key themes, analyzing literary devices, and
interpreting figurative language and symbolism. * Tackle the multiple-choice questions with
confidence, employing effective strategies for eliminating incorrect answer choices and making
educated guesses. * Expand their vocabulary and enhance their understanding of commonly tested
words, ensuring they have the linguistic tools necessary to excel on the exam. Deconstructing the
SAT Literature Subject Test is more than just a study guide; it is a comprehensive learning
companion that fosters a deep appreciation for literature and cultivates critical thinking skills that
extend beyond the testing arena. With its engaging examples, practice questions, and full-length
exams, this book empowers students to: * Develop a strategic approach to time management,
ensuring they can complete each section of the exam within the allotted time frame. * Overcome
test-day anxiety and maintain focus, enabling them to perform at their best under pressure. * Build
confidence in their abilities, knowing they have the knowledge and skills necessary to succeed on
the SAT Literature Subject Test. Deconstructing the SAT Literature Subject Test is the key to
unlocking students' full potential and maximizing their chances of achieving a top score. With its
clear explanations, expert guidance, and wealth of practice opportunities, this book is an
indispensable resource for all students seeking to conquer this challenging exam and embark on a
path of academic success. If you like this book, write a review on google books!
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Difference between oral literature and written literature - Answers Oral literature has
influenced written literature by serving as a foundation for storytelling techniques, narrative
structures, and themes that writers draw inspiration from

William Shakespeare - online literature William Shakespeare (1564-1616), "The Bard of Avon',
English poet and playwright wrote the famous 154 Sonnets and numerous highly successful oft
quoted dramatic works including the

The Literature Network: Online classic literature, poems, and quotes Author List Below you
will find a list of the authors featured on this site. Each author page includes a biography and a
searchable collection of works, many author pages also include other

The Dead by James Joyce - online literature It lay thickly drifted on the crooked crosses and
headstones, on the spears of the little gate, on the barren thorns. His soul swooned slowly as he
heard the snow falling faintly through the

Edgar Allan Poe - Edgar Allan Poe (1809-1849), American poet, critic, short story writer, and
author of such macabre works as “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1840); I looked upon the scene
before me - upon

Meditation XVII by John Donne - online literature Meditation XVII XVII. MEDITATION.
PERCHANCE he for whom this bell tolls may be so ill, as that he knows not it tolls for him; and
perchance I may think myself so much better than I am, as
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