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INTRODUCTION: THE HIDDEN PATTERNS THAT SHAPE STORIES

When you read a novel or a short story, you may notice that certain images, ideas, or phrases
appear again and again. A scarlet letter on a woman's chest. A green light at the end of a dock. A
beating heart beneath the floorboards. These repeated elements are not accidental; they are motifs,
and they are one of the most powerful tools in a writer's craft. Understanding what are motifs in
literature can transform the way you read, analyze, and even write stories. Motifs are the threads
that weave a narrative together, giving it depth, cohesion, and meaning. In this comprehensive
guide, we will explore the definition of motifs, how they differ from other literary devices, why
authors use them, and how you can identify them in your favorite books.

DEFINING MOTIFS: THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF MEANING

At its simplest, a motif is a recurring element that has symbolic significance in a story. It can be an
object, a word, a phrase, a sound, a color, a situation, or a concept that appears multiple times
throughout a literary work. The repetition is key; without recurrence, an element is just a detail.
When it repeats, it becomes a motif, and it begins to accumulate meaning.

For example, in Shakespeare's Macbeth, blood appears frequently. Lady Macbeth famously cries,
"Out, damned spot!" as she tries to wash invisible blood from her hands. Blood is not just a bodily
fluid in the play; it represents guilt, violence, and the irreversible nature of sin. The recurring image
of blood is a motif that reinforces the play's themes of ambition and moral decay. This is the essence
of what are motifs in literature: repeated elements that carry thematic weight.

Motif vs. Theme: Understanding the
Relationship

One of the most common questions readers have is how a motif differs from a theme. The distinction
is simple but important. A theme is a central idea or message that the author wants to convey. It is
abstract, such as "love conquers all," "the corrupting influence of power," or "the struggle for
identity." A motif, on the other hand, is a concrete or tangible element that appears repeatedly and
helps to develop that theme.

Think of the theme as the destination and the motif as the road signs along the way. If the theme of
a novel is "the fleeting nature of time," the motifs might be ticking clocks, wilting flowers, and
setting suns. These motifs give literal, sensory form to an abstract idea. So when you ask what are
motifs in literature, you are really asking how authors use repetition to build meaning brick by
brick.

Motif vs. Symbol: A Subtle but Crucial
Distinction

Motifs and symbols are closely related, and the terms are sometimes used interchangeably, but they
are not the same. A symbol is a single object, character, or event that represents something
beyond itself. For instance, the green light in The Great Gatsby symbolizes Gatsby's hopes and
dreams for the future. It is a symbol.

However, that same green light becomes a motif when it appears multiple times throughout the
novel, each time reinforcing the theme of longing and the American Dream. In other words, a motif
is often a recurring symbol. But not every symbol is a motif, and not every motif is a symbol. A motif
can also be a recurring situation, a structural pattern, or a verbal phrase that does not necessarily
function as a symbol. Understanding this distinction is key to grasping what are motifs in
literature and how they operate.

TYPES OF MOTIFS IN LITERATURE

Motifs come in many forms. Recognizing the different types can help you spot them more easily
during your reading. Here are the most common categories:

Object Motifs

These are physical items that appear repeatedly. In The Great Gatsby, eyes appear throughout the
novel, most notably the eyes of Doctor T. ]. Eckleburg on a billboard in the Valley of Ashes. These
eyes are an object motif that represents the eyes of God, or at least a detached, watching universe.
Other examples include the conch shell in Lord of the Flies, which symbolizes order and civilization,
and the white whale in Moby-Dick, which represents obsession and the unknowable forces of nature.

Word and Phrase Motifs

Sometimes a specific word or phrase is repeated to create emphasis and thematic resonance. In
Edgar Allan Poe's "The Tell-Tale Heart," the narrator repeats the word "nervous" and insists that he
is not mad, yet his frantic repetition betrays his instability. The phrase "nevermore" in Poe's "The
Raven" is a classic verbal motif that underscores the poem's themes of loss and despair. When
examining what are motifs in literature, word motifs are often the easiest to spot because they
jump off the page.

Situational or Event Motifs

These are recurring scenarios or types of events. For example, in many fairy tales, a character must
complete three tasks or answer three riddles. This pattern of three is a structural motif that creates
rhythm and builds tension. In Jane Eyre, the motif of fire appears in several key scenes: the fire in
the hearth, the fire that destroys Thornfield, and the metaphorical fire of passion. Each recurrence of
a fiery event deepens the novel's exploration of love, danger, and destruction.

Character Motifs

Certain character types can also function as motifs. The "wise old man," the "trickster," the "femme
fatale," and the "hero's journey" are recurring archetypes across literature. When a specific
character type appears repeatedly within a single work, it becomes a motif that reinforces certain
ideas. In One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez, the recurring character of
Melquiades the gypsy serves as a motif for the cyclical nature of history and the blurring of reality
and magic.

Color and Sensory Motifs

Colors often carry symbolic weight and can become powerful motifs. In The Great Gatsby, the color
green (the light) represents hope and desire, while the color yellow (the car, the eyes of Eckleburg)
represents corruption and decay. In The Handmaid's Tale, the color red is a dominant motif,
associated with the handmaids' uniforms, blood, and fertility, but also with danger and rebellion.
Sensory motifs can also involve sounds, like the incessant drumming in "The Tell-Tale Heart," or
smells, like the recurring scent of rain in Gabriel Garcia Marquez's works.

WHY DO AUTHORS USE MOTIFS?

Now that we have established what are motifs in literature, the next logical question is: why do
authors use them? What purpose do motifs serve in a narrative?

Creating Unity and Cohesion

A well-placed motif acts as a thread that ties different parts of a story together. It gives the narrative
a sense of unity and structure. In a long novel with multiple subplots and characters, a motif can
remind readers of the central concerns of the story. For instance, the motif of "darkness" in Joseph
Conrad's Heart of Darkness appears in the jungle, in the hearts of the characters, and in the very
title, creating a cohesive atmosphere of moral and physical obscurity.

Reinforcing Themes

This is perhaps the most important function of motifs. By repeating an image or idea, the author
drives home the thematic message without having to state it outright. In 1984 by George Orwell, the
motif of "Big Brother is watching you" appears on posters, in telescreens, and in the minds of the
characters. This repetition reinforces the theme of totalitarian surveillance and the loss of privacy.
The motif makes the theme visceral and unforgettable.

Building Emotional Resonance

Motifs can evoke specific emotions in the reader. A recurring image of a child's toy in a story about
war might create feelings of nostalgia, loss, and innocence destroyed. The repetition of a particular
phrase, such as "so it goes" in Kurt Vonnegut's Slaughterhouse-Five, creates a rhythm that can be
both comforting and haunting. This emotional layering is one of the most subtle and powerful effects
of motifs.

Foreshadowing and Suspense

Motifs can also be used to hint at future events. A recurring image of a cracked mirror or a dying
plant might foreshadow a character's downfall or a relationship's end. In Romeo and Juliet, the
recurring motif of light and darkness foreshadows the lovers' tragic fate, as they are constantly
described in terms of stars, sun, and moonlight, which are beautiful but ultimately distant and
indifferent.

HOW TO IDENTIFY MOTIFS IN YOUR READING

If you want to become a more perceptive reader, learning to identify motifs is an essential skill. Here
are some practical strategies to help you spot them.

1. Pay attention to repetition. The most obvious clue is recurrence. If you notice the same
object, word, or situation appearing more than once or twice, it is likely a motif. Keep a mental
note or, if you are studying a text, mark each occurrence.

2. Ask what the element might represent. Once you have identified a recurring element,
consider its symbolic meaning. Does it relate to the story's central themes? Does it evoke a
particular emotion? Does it appear at key moments in the plot?

3. Look for patterns. Motifs often cluster around certain characters, settings, or events. For
example, if rain appears frequently whenever a character is sad, the rain may be a motif for
sorrow or cleansing.

4. Consider the title. Many authors embed a key motif right in the title. Think of The Scarlet
Letter, The Great Gatsby (the green light), or Brave New World (the Shakespearean allusion).
The title often points to the central motif.

5. Read actively. Annotate as you read. Underline or highlight words, images, or phrases that
stand out or reappear. This practice will train your brain to notice patterns.

FAMOUS EXAMPLES OF MOTIFS IN LITERATURE

To fully understand what are motifs in literature, it helps to examine specific examples from
well-known works. Here are some of the most iconic.

The Green Light in The Great Gatsby by F.
Scott Fitzgerald

The green light at the end of Daisy's dock is perhaps one of the most famous motifs in American
literature. It appears multiple times throughout the novel, each time representing Gatsby's hopes,
dreams, and the elusive American Dream. The light is green, the color of money and envy, but also
of growth and vitality. By the end of the novel, the light loses its significance, symbolizing the failure


https://www.strongadvocates.com/

of Gatsby's dream and the corruption of the American ideal. understands her guilt is absolute.

Blood in Macbeth by William Shakespeare The Conch Shell in Lord of the Flies by

Blood appears over and over again in Macbeth, from the bloody daggers after Duncan's murder to il "
Lady Macbeth's obsessive hand-washing. The motif of blood represents quilt, violence, and the WI | | Ia m GOld I ng

impossibility of washing away one's sins. It becomes a physical manifestation of the characters'
psychological torment. When Lady Macbeth cries out, "Yet who would have thought the old man to
have had so much blood in him?" the motif has accumulated so much meaning that the audience

The conch shell is a powerful motif in Golding's novel about stranded schoolboys. It first appears as
a tool to call meetings and establish
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