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Literary Elements 

Themes 

The Power of Fate to Determine Events 

Although Stanley always believes that he is unlucky and in the wrong place at the wrong 
time, the events in the book seem to be the result of fate's reunification of members of 
the Yelnats and Zeroni families for the mutual benefit of both parties. Each coincidence 
in the book, including the shoes that Hector stole flying off the hood of a parked car and 
hitting Stanley on the head, is so unpredictable and unlikely that it appears fate is the 
determining factor in these characters' lives. 

The Benefits of Friendship 

The benefits of forming solid friendships are clearly shown in Holes. Stanley and Zero's 
friendship lead to their mutual survival and wealth. Even though he is still facing 
adversity, once Stanley is secure in Zero's friendship he feels happier than he has ever 
felt in his life. False friends who are only friendly when they are getting something they 
want, like X-Ray, are shown to be dangerous. Once X-Ray stops getting benefits out of 
his friendship with Stanley, he becomes hostile towards him. 

The Destructive Nature of Cruelty 

Cruelty abounds at Camp Green Lake, and its destructive results are frequently 
illustrated. The cruelty that Sam and Kate face in the town of Green Lake pushed Kate to 
become cruel herself and kill and rob people. When the Warden is cruel to Mr. Sir, he 
reacts by punishing Stanley. When Zero, normally a calm boy, is pushed past his limit by 
Mr. Pendanski's taunting, he reacts with violence, slamming his shovel into Mr. 
Pendanski's face. Cruelty is something that one person can cause in another and a cycle 
of violence and cruelty is shown to pass through many decades and several generations 
at Green Lake. 

The Importance of History in Everyday Life 

Three stories from separate times in history are combined in Holes to create one story 
and to create a theme of the importance of history. The narrator is given information 
from all three stories but Stanley and Zero only know the history that has been passed 
down to them through stories and song. Stanley and Zero are able to discover that they 



know that same song, but they do not know where the song came from so they are 
unable to discover that their ancestors came from the same town in Latvia. The history 
of Stanley's great- grandfather and his survival on "God's thumb" has been passed down 
to Stanley and this allows him to formulate a plan for survival when he and Zero run 
away from the camp. Stanley and Zero would have been further aided by knowing the 
exact history of Kate and Sam. If they had, then they would have known that the yellow-
spotted lizards would not bite them because of all the onions they had eaten. 

Racism 

Racism is a theme in the book. The American people are very superstitious and afraid of 
the unknown. This is shown when the villagers of Green Lake relied on onions to cure 
illnesses and curses as much as the villagers relied on proper medical treatment. This is 
one of the main reasons why many Americans are prejudiced. Most of the delinquent 
juveniles were black. It shows that America still neglects the Afro Americans. Keeping 
them concealed in ghettos or as the government calls them “the projects”.  Why are 
American prisons mostly filled up with Afro Americans and Hispanic when they are 
both a minority in America?  The author also explains that the act of racism is what 
made Green Lake disappear. It shows that as long as racism still goes on, there will be 
no love, only hate and poverty. If the American people stop being prejudiced they might 
see the lake fill up with water and everything will become beautiful again… 

Individuality VS Following a group:  
 
A major theme of Holes involves the concept being true to oneself, even if it mean not 
fitting in with “the group.” Stanley is bullied at his school and is different from his peers. 
The novel also notes that Stanley’s great-great-grandfather was also different from the 
rest of the boys in his village. When Stanley goes to Camp Green Lake, he tries to 
conform to the group to fit in, but when he does this, readers witness how he changes. 
He becomes more hardened and calloused and is no longer the Stanley readers witness 
at the beginning of the book. This is 
demonstrated mostly in the middle of the book. Near the end, Stanley softens again, and 
no longer worries as much about fitting in with the other campers. It is only after 
Stanley decides not to conform to the rest of the groups that he makes a significant and 
lasting friendship with Zero, who also does not fit in with the rest of the group. 
 
Responsibility and Consequences:  
 
This book demonstrates how decisions do not only affect the decision maker, but dwells 
on the fact that actions and decision that are made often affect others around them. 
Stanley’s no-good-dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-greatgrandfather began the curse that 
haunts the Yelnats family for centuries. He had a task to do, and because he made 
foolish choices, he didn’t fulfill certain responsibilities, and for one foolish action the 
entire Yelnats line was cursed. The consequences from  Stanley’s great-great-



grandfather, did not only affect himself, but rather affected the entire Yelnats line. 
Stanley eventually takes responsibility for his great-greatgrandfather’s 
action and carries Zero up the mountain (Chapter 38). The curse could have been 
avoided centuries ago if only the great-great-grandfather would have done what he was 
supposed to do in the first place. Another example that illustrates this concept in Holes 
is when Zero stole the shoes in which Stanley ends up getting accused of stealing (184-
187). If Zero would have taken responsibility for his actions, then Stanley would have 
never been in trouble with the law. There are various other instances where this 
concept is illustrated in the novel such as when Magnet steals the sunflower seeds, and 
Stanley (Chapters 19-20) is punished by Mr. Sir for it. 
 
Social Class Distinction:  
 
There are several examples of social classes in Holes and the hierarchy that takes place 
within a society. The boys at Camp Green Lake are split up into various groups. The 
group Stanley is assigned to has approximately 7 boys. It can be assumed that all the 
groups contain around this many members. Within these groups, distinctions are made 
between the various boys, and although all are seen as criminals by the law, they 
develop their own social class hierarchy. In Stanley’s group, it is clear that X-Ray is the 
leader, the upper class. He tends to create the rules, and all the other boys listen to him. 
If anyone finds anything interesting, X-Ray get’s to take ownership and show it to the 
warden to get the day off. X-Ray gets first pick on what shovel he uses and is first in line 
for food and water. Sachar describes the line order early on in the book. The line order 
represents what social class the boys are in while at Camp Green Lake. Stanley begins at 
the back of the line, as the newcomer, he is in the lowest level. But as the story 
progresses, he eventually moves up one level, and gets to receive his water before Zero. 
Zero is on the lowest rung of the social ladder through the majority of the book. This is 
demonstrated by at least two very distinct instances. One is when illustrated when 
Stanley is moved up in front of Zero in the water line on page 63. Another one is shown 
when the narrator tells us how Stanley feels towards Zero when he states, “He didn’t 
care what Zero thought. Zero was nobody (81).” 
 
Destiny:  
 
Throughout the story, certain happenings occur which seem completely out of Stanley’s 
control. He is wrongly accused of stealing a pair of sneakers from the homeless and for 
this is sent to a juvenile detention center; he is then wrongly accused of stealing 
sunflower seeds and when Zero runs away; he has to dig both holes. Just because bad 
things were happening to Stanley, regardless of whether he deserved them or not, it 
doesn’t mean that he has no control of what happens to him. He still has the ability to 
choose, and these choices also lead him down on path or another. Sometimes there are 



instances that can be controlled and other times there is nothing that can be done. 
There is always the ability to choose, and one can choose how to respond to these 
events. Stanley throughout the entire book stays fairly positive and still has the ability 
to choose. He chooses to go to Camp Green Lake, rather than prison, he chooses to give 
the lipstick tube to X-Ray, he chooses to teach Zero to read, he chooses to steal the 
water truck, he chooses to leave camp, he chooses to dig one more hole, which is 
where they find his treasure. Some things happen to Stanley that are unfair and not his 
fault, but he responds to these events positively, and chooses the path which he regards 
as the best. 
 
Other Themes:  
 
True Friendship, Diversity, Problem Solving, Bullying, and Homeless 

Motifs 

Physical Environment 

In Holes, the characters' physical environment acts as a metaphor for their emotional 
states. Camp Green Lake is dry, hard, and hot. It is a physically unpleasant place to be 
and the people who live there lead unpleasant lives. The counselors are cruel and the 
boys are tough and often unfriendly. The mountain that Stanley and his great-
grandfather call God's thumb, however, is lush and green. While Stanley is there he is 
free of outside threats and he is very happy. 

Names 

How things or people are named is important in Holes. People's names present one view 
of them when, in fact, their real personality might be very different. The name Kissin' 
Kate Barlow, for instance, brings to mind a dangerous outlaw while the name Miss 
Katherine suggests a mild mannered school teacher. The two names (and the two 
personalities) belong to the same person but the way in which she is perceived depends 
very heavily on what name she is given. Similarly, the nicknames that the boys give 
themselves at Camp Green Lake represent a separation of their life at home from their 
life at the camp. Stanley is known as a mild-mannered boy who is easily picked on at 
home but his name at camp, Caveman, suggests a fierce and strong boy who might be 
able to scare others. While Stanley does, in fact, become stronger and at points a little 
bit meaner while at Camp Green Lake, overall he keeps his genial personality from 
home. 

 

 



Symbols 

Onions 

Onions symbolize a positive and healing factor in the novel. Sam, a character of good 
will and intelligence, loves onions and helps to cure sick people with the onion remedies 
that he makes. The onions allow Stanley and Zero to regain their health and rest before 
attempting to break free of the oppression of Camp Green Lake. The onions also help 
Stanley and Zero avoid bites from the deadly yellow- spotted lizards that frequent Camp 
Green Lake. 

There are many excellent symbols to be found in the novel Holes. Onions represent not 
just a food source for Stanley and Zero during their stay on Big Thumb. Both characters 
reveal many layers to their lives, and as the story comes to an end, more and more 
layers are peeled away. 

Yellow-Spotted Lizards 

Yellow-spotted lizards represent the deadly aspects of Camp Green Lake. They invaded 
the area after the life-giving lake dried up and they present a deadly threat to all 
humans at the camp. It was a yellow-spotted lizard that killed Kate Barlow and it is 
yellow-spotted lizards that threaten Stanley and Zero while they are digging for 
Stanley's great-grandfather's suitcase. The reason Stanley and Zero survive is because 
they have eaten so many onions (a positive and life-affirming symbol) that the lizards, 
who do not like onion blood, do not wish to bite them. 

Shoes 

The stolen shoes could also serve as a symbol in this novel. They were the item that 
brought Stanley and Zero together in the first place: “When the shoes first fell from the 
sky, he remembered thinking that destiny had struck him. Now, he thought so again. It 
was more than a coincidence. It had to be destiny” (page 187). Ask students to identify 
other items in the novel which continue to resurface. Could they hold a symbolic 
meaning? 

Holes 

The holes were the clearest symbol in the book. They showed the immense amount of 
work that had gone over a long period of time. The marks of the slave labour made by 
the warden’s search for the treasure. The holes were the marks that scared the desert 
land. The holes would never be forgotten. A symbol of American History referring to 
what I wrote earlier. The holes would always be there until the day the lake would fill 
up with water. Covering over the times of racism and slave labour.  



Suitcase 

When Stanley tries to retrieve his family’s heritage from the desert, the warden steals it 
from him. The suitcase is marked with his name. This is a symbol of it belonging to him, 
a symbol of the money belonging to the people who worked for it, a symbol of that 
money belongs to the people not the very few who control the world. When the warden 
tries to snatch it back, Ms. Moregano stops her. Ms. Moregano appears to be an angel. 
She came out from nowhere saving the day. She helps Stanley retrieve the suitcase and 
takes him and Zero home. This is maybe a picture of a messiah that is to come, arriving 
from nowhere taking the power back to the people. When Stanley retrieves his suitcase 
it gives him an even stronger boost to his hero like character.     

Irony 

“There is no lake at Camp Green Lake” (page 3). What a classic line! Help your students 
understand irony by referring to this quote from the novel. Irony, that great literary 
term for the intentional humor that comes from the expectation not meeting up with 
the reality. The place is called Camp Green Lake, yet there is no lake. How ironic! 

It’s the same situation with Stanley and the shoes: “Now, as Stanley lay on his cot, he 
thought it was kind of funny in a way. Nobody had believed him when he said he was 
innocent. Now, when he said he stole them, nobody believed him either” (page 22). Ask 
your students to locate more examples of irony in the novel. I’m sure they’ll be able to 
name a few. 

The novel Holes is littered with ironic aspects. For example, the name of the camp, Camp 
Green Lake, is ironic because the camp does not have a lake; in fact it hasn’t even rained 
there for 110 years. 

Flashback 

Stanley Yelnats was named after his great-great grandfather who happened to be 
cursed because he stole some pig. Whenever the story stops the present course and 
refers to a moment in time from the past, that’s called a flashback. There are lots and 
lots of flashbacks in Holes. 

The reader first hears about the origins of the curse on page 28: “Madame Zeroni 
warned that if he failed to do this, he and his descendants would be doomed for all 
eternity.” So why is flashback so important in a story? This sounds like a great question 
to ask your students. But if they don’t have answers, flashback is like a time machine for 
a novel that allows the reader to “see” events as they actually happened. Students can 
now explain which other parts of the novel use flashback. 



Dispersed throughout the novel are several flashbacks, pertaining to the mid and late 
19 century. These flashbacks may seem random and unimportant at first, but are 
actually very important to the entire story. The book flip flops from present day to the 
story of Stanley’s great-great-grandfather to Sam and Katharine’s story, to Kissing Kate. 
Although it may not seem like there is a connection between these four events, they are 
in reality tightly connected, and by the end of the book, all the stories come together like 
puzzle pieces. There are several instances of flashback in this novel, over eight main 
instances where a flashback occurs, each one containing just a bit more information, 
each bringing one more piece to the puzzle. 

Characterization 

Stanley Yelnats is a great rounded character -- he changes throughout the course of the 
novel. He changes physically while he’s at Camp Green Lake because digging holes in 
the hot sun all day will help any person lose weight and grow stronger. Mr. Pendanski 
likes to point out the purpose for digging holes as something completely innocent: 
“You’re not looking for anything. You’re digging to build character” (page 27). 

There are other characters who don’t change at all, flat characters like the Warden, Mr. 
Sir, and Mr. Pendanski. They don’t change their beliefs, they continue to act intimidating 
or cruel or selfish throughout the novel. Stanley, however, does change. He changes his 
mind about helping Zero learn to read and he accepts his fate by recognizing that he 
ended up at Camp Green Lake for a reason and he was a better person for it by the end 
of the novel: “If Zero had just kept those shoes, then neither of them would be here right 
now. As Stanley stared at the glittering night sky, he thought there was no place he 
would rather be” (page 187). 

SETTING  

The novel takes place at a boys’ juvenile detention center situated in the dried up bed of 
a fictional lake in Texas. Most of the story is set in contemporary time, around the end of 
the 1990’s. There are flashbacks to the town of Green Lake, which existed one hundred 
ten years earlier before the lake dried up. (Note: There is an actual Green Lake, one of 
the largest lakes in Texas, southwest of Port Lavaca, but the real town of Green Lake 
was all but abandoned after the Civil War.) There are also flashbacks to a village in 
Latvia in the mid-1800’s.  
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Conflicts 

Man vs Himself 

The other conflict is Stanley’s conflict with himself. He couldn’t stand himself when he 
arrived at Camp Green Lake. Through the story he tries to change himself 
into…Caveman. He wants to be like the other boys. He wants to be ignorant, bossy and 
cool. But he changes into a very special caring person after experiencing friendship and 
trust. The book potrtrays this very well when he leaves camp to save Zero from the 
deadly desert. His personality changes like a butterfly springing out of its cocoon after 
concealing its beauty for too long. He turns out to become a satisfied nice happy 
cheerful boy who has completely changed after a tremendous adventure. 

Man vs Man 

The conflict between the boys is like Lord Of The Flies¤. The most cunning boy leads the 
flock. This is a picture of how the anarchic system of the human mind that develops 
when civilization and childcare are not there. This is shown clearly when the boys 
queue for water.  
  
X-Ray the leader of the gang stands first in the queue and the rest fallow while Stanley 
and Zero stand at the back. He shows his power truly when he forces the others to give 
him what they have found so that he can take the day off. The intrigues between the 
boys and jealousy are well portrayed when Stanley teaches Zero to read, while Zero 
helps Stanley to dig his hole. X-Ray doesn’t like that someone is having an easier time 
than him. To prove his leadership he starts a fight with Stanley.  

Man vs nature 

Water is a very noticeable symbol in the story. Water is one of the main things the body 
needs to survive. Without water you will die.  Sun and heat also impact a persons 
survival. 

 
Internal:  
 
Stanley’s main internal conflict arises with fitting in. So many of the decisions he makes 
often lead back to whether the action would be accepted by the rest of the group or not. 
Stanley decides to give the lipstick tube that he found to XRay because he figures that it 
is better to be in good terms with X-Ray rather than get the day off, even though he is a 
slow digger and has worked as hard to dig his hole as X-Ray did. What he says and does 
often has to do with whether it will help or hurt him being accepted in the group, even if 
it is something he would not normally say or do. He has to negotiate his way through 
various people, and work at pleasing them. Slowly Stanley becomes more calloused 
because of this particular conflict. Another internal conflict that Stanley must cope with 



is his own attitude. With so many unlucky things happening to him, does he have 
control over any of it, or is all of it do to the curse on his family? A conflict that is evident 
near the end of the book is Stanley’s guilt when Zero runs away. It plagues him, and is 
the only thing he thinks about until he takes action to save Zero. In the end Stanley has 
to decide whether to go back to camp or remain on the top of the mountain. 
 
External:  
 
The major external conflict deals with survival and freedom. Most the book, besides the 
flashbacks, deals with Stanley at Camp Green Lake. He must survive harsh conditions 
such as blistering heat and little water, especially when Mr. Sir angry with him and 
refuses to refill his canteen. But the landscape and weather are not the only things 
Stanley must survive. Stanley must also try and survive living with harsh people. Most 
the boys and adults at Camp Green Lake are hard, bitter, and selfish. They look out for 
themselves only, and therefore they often step on Stanley and kick him when he’s down. 
Ultimately Stanley is trying to survive his 18-month sentence at Camp Green Lake. Later 
in the story he must survive even harsher conditions when him and Zero travel to God’s 
Thumb. 
 

Point of View 
 
Holes is told from the third person perspective of an omniscient narrator. The narrator 
tells the story during present time, allowing one to see Stanley’s thoughts. Other than 
presenting flashbacks of the mid and late 19 century, dispersed throughout the story, 
the narrator focuses in on Stanley. His job is to inform the reader Stanley’s actions, 
thoughts, and life. Although the narrator is omniscient he does not divulge everything. 
He leaves a lot open for foreshadowing and inferences to be made. The narrator on 
occasion will address the reader, however, he mostly informs the reader of events of the 
past and permits the readers to know exactly what is in Stanley’s head. 
 

Foreshadow:  
 
There are several examples of foreshadowing throughout the entire novel. Almost all of 
the flashbacks are foreshadowing events that occur later in the novel. Beginning with 
Stanley’s nogood- dirty-rotten-pig-stealing-great-greatgrandfather not carrying Madam 
Zeroni up the mountain, along with Sam and Kissing Kate’s story, the stories intertwine 
to foreshadow upcoming events, which connect with Stanley, Zero, and even the 
Warden of Camp Green Lake. There are also plenty of other examples of foreshadowing 
that occur during present day. Within the first couple of pages of Holes the narrator 
introduces the yellow spotted lizards, and their deadly bite, while describing later in the 
novel that Sam’s onions keep the yellow spotted lizards away. Another foreshadowing 



dealing with the yellow spotted lizards is found on page 42 when the narrator mentions 
that up to twenty lizards will live in a single hole at once. He reiterates later on in the 
story that the lizards live in the holes. At the end of he novel, when Zero and Stanley 
are digging holes, they disrupt the yellow spotted lizards home in the hole they are 
digging. 

Imagery: 
 
 Several examples of imagery are dispersed throughout the story. The description of the 
yellow spotted lizards is given great detail so that readers can picture them perfectly in 
their heads. Sachar also describes many of the various people including Stanley with 
great detail. It’s easy to picture Zigzag with his wild hair and long skinny neck through 
Sachar’s use of description (pg 37). Another great description of Zero is found after he 
runs away from Camp Green Lake and Stanley finds him under the over turned boat on 
page 155. There are several examples where the landscape is described just enough for 
the reader to create an excellent picture in his or her head of Stanley’s surroundings. 
 


