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01.KeyFeaturesofProseFiction:Plot

Pleasenotethedifferencesbetweenthetypesofprosefiction,whichareall
governedbylength:

Novels:  Multi-chapternarrativeswithoutanyspecificlengthrequirementsor
restrictions.

Novellas: Multi-chapternarrativeswhichareshorterthannovels,typically
averagingbetween100and150pages.

ShortStories: Veryshortnarratives,typicallynotlongerthanoneortwo
chapters.

FlashFiction: Extremelyshortworksoffictionthataveragearound100words.

N.B.! Asperyourcourserequirementsforthismodule,youwillnotbe
expectedtoanalyseanythingmorethananextractfrom anovel,novellaor
shortstory.

N.N.B.!! Remembertofocusyouranalysesonthepassagespresentedto
you only! Evenifyouarefamiliarwiththenovelthepassagecomesfrom,
makesurethatyourworkfocusesonlyontheinformationinthepassage,as
thatiswhatyouarebeingtestedon.

N.N.N.B.!!!Plot isonly peripherallyuseful, atbest,asitis toobroad atopicto
beusedtosubstantiateanargumentbeingmadeina shortanalysis,suchas
theonesyouwillbeaskedtodo. Retellingthestory or summarisingtheplot in
anythingmorethantwoorthreesentences iscounter-productive,astheonly
keyquestionansweredbytheplotis “what”, asin “whatisthepassage
about?” Thebestthingthatansweringthisquestioncandoforyouisto give
youclues about likelythemes from thepassage,soyouwouldbe wasting
yourtime tryingtoprovidea detailedretellingoftheplot.

Plot:

Definition: Aplotistheseriesofeventsportrayedinastory,thewaythese
eventsarestructuredandhowtheyconnecttooneanothertobecomethe
story.

Plotscanbedividedinto mainplots and sub-plots:

 Mainplot: Theprimaryormostobviousactionthatcanbeseentobe
directlyconnectedandthatextendsthroughthewholenarrative.

 Sub-plot: Sub-plotstendtobeslightlyhardertoidentify,astheyusually
supportthemainplot,whilebeingdistinctfrom it.

Thenumberofplotsandsub-plotsisgenerallylinkedtocharacter
developmentandoveralldevelopmentofthestoryinitsentirety.
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Aplotcanbe linear and chronological (theactionhappeningwithinaspecific
order),or non-linear (theplotcanbe fragmented and disordered,meaningthat
sequencesofeventsdonothappenwithinthenarrativeastheywouldinreal
time).

Themorecomplexaworkoffictionis,themoredetailwillbeincorporated
intothesub-plotsandtherewillbealargernumberofsub-plotsincorporated
intothework.

Naturally,thismeansthattherearetypicallyfew,ifany,sub-plotsinshort
storiesandnoneatallinflashfiction!

Therearevarioustypesofplotdevelopment,althoughbasicplotdevelopment
isoftenstructuredlikeso:

Exposition: Thebeginningofthestorywhichwillnormallyintroducethemain
character(orprotagonist–moreonthatlater!),thesettingofthestory(the
locationandtimeperiod),otherimportantcharactersandtheprotagonist’s
goals.

Risingaction: Thisisthebuild-upofeventswithinaplot,whereconflict
developsbetweencharactersandthecharactersare‘fleshedout’.Moraland
physicalchallengesarepresentedtothemaincharacterwhowillattemptto
negotiatearoundthedifficultiesfaced.

TheClimax: Isthepointintheplotwherethemaincharacterdirectly
confrontsthesourceoftheconflictinthenarrative.Themaincharacterwill
frequentlybeforcedtomakeachoiceatthispointthatwillrevealhisorher
moralquality.Thisisthe“highpoint”ofthenarrative.

Fallingaction:Inthewakeoftherevelationofthecentralconflictofthe
narrative,themaincharacterisoftenathisorherlowestpointandfurthest
from victory.Astheeventsofthestorygraduallyleadthemaincharacterto
triumphordefeat,thenarrative“windsdown”towards resolution,whichisthe
endofthestory,wherealltheconflictshavebeensettled,forgoodorill.

02.KeyFeaturesofProseFiction:Character 



3

Pleasenotethedifferencesbetweenthetypesofprosefiction,whichareall
governedbylength:

Novels:  Multi-chapternarrativeswithoutanyspecificlengthrequirementsor
restrictions.

Novellas: Multi-chapternarrativeswhichareshorterthannovels,typically
averagingbetween100and150pages.

ShortStories: Veryshortnarratives,typicallynotlongerthanoneortwo
chapters.

FlashFiction: Extremelyshortworksoffictionthataveragearound100words.

N.B.! Asperyourcourserequirementsforthismodule,youwillnotbe
expectedtoanalyseanythingmorethananextractfrom anovel,novellaor
shortstory.

N.N.B.!! Remembertofocusyouranalysesonthepassagespresentto
you only! Evenifyouarefamiliarwiththenovelthepassagecomesfrom,
makesurethatyourworkfocusesonlyontheinformationinthepassage,as
thatiswhatyouarebeingtestedon.

N.N.N.B.!!!Characters arethevehiclesthat moveplotsforward,sotheycan
be critical tothe pacing ofthestory.Moresignificantlythanthat,theyarealso
normallyusedto highlightthethemes inanarrative,assomanythemes
revolvearoundthehumancondition. Character isa
very important and useful featureof prosefiction,assoundcharacteranalysis
canoftenbeusedto discovercentralthemesand support an analysis ofsaid
themes.Ofthefourkeyfeaturesofprosefiction, characteristhesecond
mostimportant –justbecarefulnottoturnacharacteranalysisintoa
retellingofthestory.Focuson whateventstellus aboutthe characters,rather
thanhowthe charactersinfluencetheevents.

 

Character:

Mostnarrativesnormallyincludemanycharacters,butatleastonewillstand
outasthefocusofevents.Thisisthe maincharacter or protagonist. The
protagonistisfrequentlyopposedbyanothercharacterorinstitution,which
wecallthe antagonist.

Verycomplexworksoffictionoftenavoidhavingasingleprotagonistor
antagonist.Thesenovelsarenormallyverylongandare
considered epic or grandnarratives.

Shorternarratives, suchasshortstories,oftenonlyincludeoneortwo
characters,astheirlengthrestrictstheamountof exposition theycanengage
in.
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Oftenthe risingaction and climax aredrivenbytheconflictsbetween
the protagonist and antagonist ofthenarrative.

N.B.! Sometimestheprotagonistcanactinverynegativewaysandactuallybe
the villain ofthenarrative.Sometimestheprotagonistcanalsohavevery
selfishmotivations,butstillaccomplishpositivegoals,inwhichcasewecall
him orheran anti-hero.

Characterisationisdevelopedthroughplot,sub-plots,withinthedescriptions,
thethoughts,thedialogue(themonologues,soliloquiesandinternal
monologues),theactionsandreactionsofthevariouscharacters.This
developmentofcharacterisoftensubtleandmustbeindirectlyinferredby
thereaderthroughobservationandanalysisoftheabove.

Apartfrom drivingtheactionofthenarrative,charactersarealsoimportantas
theyoftenactasalensorfilterthroughwhichthereaderexperiencesthe
narrative,whichbringsustothedifferent perspectives or modes from which
anauthorcanwriteprosefiction:

 FirstPerson
o Thereader’sperspectiveisfrom withinthemindofthe

protagonist.
o Theentirenarrativeissubjectiveandcolouredbythe

perceptionsoftheprotagonist.
o I,Me,Mine and My –theuseofpersonalpronounswithinthe

textsuggeststhattheperspectiveis biased towardsthe
protagonist.

o Theaudiencethen only knowswhatthenarratorknows.
Knowledgeandperspectiveislimitedtotheprotagonist.

o Thenarrator’s limitations andbiasesmustbetakenintoaccount
whenreadingsuchatext,and questions mustbeaskedabout
howthenarrator’simpressionsofasequenceofeventsora
conversationhavebeendistortedtopresentasingular
perspective.

 SecondPerson

o Thereader’sperspectiveis secondary.Thismeansthatthe
narrator,mostlikelytheauthor,oftentalksdirectlytothe
audience,askingthem toengageinthereadingofthetext,often
from amorepersonalandintimatespace.

o You and Your areindicatorsofanauthorusingsecond-person
narrative.

o Thisrareform ofwritinginprosefictionisverydifficulttoget
right,butisverycommonintextbooks,studyguides,technical
manuals,speechesandpresentations(i.e.non-fiction).

 ThirdPerson

o Thenarratorisonthe outside lookingin,withoutbeingdirectly
involvedintheaction.
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o Thissortofnarrativeisgenerallyconsideredtoprovidea
fairly objective perspective,asthe author’svoice providesthe
narrativeandtendstobe neutral.

o He,She,Their andIt areindicatorsofanauthorusing
second-personnarrative.

o Therearegenerallytwotypesofthird-personperspective:

 Third-PersonOmniscient- Allisknowntothereaderand
allcharacters’thoughtsandfeelingsareexposed.

 Third-PersonLimited- Whenthereaderislimitedtothe
perspectivesofaparticularindividualorindividualswithin
sectionsofthetextorsometimesthroughouttheentire
work.

03.KeyFeaturesofProseFiction:Setting

Pleasenotethedifferencesbetweenthetypesofprosefiction,whichareall
governedbylength:
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Novels:  Multi-chapternarrativeswithoutanyspecificlengthrequirementsor
restrictions.

Novellas: Multi-chapternarrativeswhichareshorterthannovels,typically
averagingbetween100and150pages.

ShortStories: Veryshortnarratives,typicallynotlongerthanoneortwo
chapters.

FlashFiction: Extremelyshortworksoffictionthataveragearound100words.

N.B.! Asperyourcourserequirementsforthismodule,youwillnotbe
expectedtoanalyseanythingmorethananextractfrom anovel,novellaor
shortstory.

N.N.B.!! Remembertofocusyouranalysesonthepassagespresentedto
you only! Evenifyouarefamiliarwiththenovelthepassagecomesfrom,
makesurethatyourworkfocusesonlyontheinformationinthepassage,as
thatiswhatyouarebeingtestedon.

N.N.N.B.!!! Setting shouldbe discussedbriefly inyouranalysis,atbest,asit
largelyprovides cluestotheme.However,youdoneedtobecarefulhere, as
recurringelements inthesettingareoftena“motif”,whichisatechniquethat
canbeusedto reinforceatheme.Inshort,while setting is notcrucial,itis
often moreimportantthan plot.

 

Setting:

Definition: Thetimeandplace(locationand/orsociety)wherethestory
occurs.

Oftenthecontextofastoryisimportantinananalysis.Thesettingofastory
helpstoprovideuswithcontext.

Time:

When astoryissetcanobviouslybeveryimportant,associetiestendedtobe
verydifferenthistoricallytohowtheyaretoday,intermsofbothtechnology
andoutlook.

Sometimestextsarefragmentedandjumpbetweentimeperiodswhichcan
spanmomentsorcenturies.

Timecanbeusedtoalterthewaythereaderperceivesastoryandcanaffect
themesandplotdevelopmentsignificantly.Forexample, flashbacks canbe
usedtocreateexpositionatanypointinanarrative,bytakingthereaderback
totheprotagonist’spast,inordertohighlightimportantmomentsof
characterdevelopment.
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Location:

Withinlongertexts(NovelsandNovellas)multiplelocationscan,andoften
are,usedtohelpcreateasenseof“movement”inthenarrative.Obviously,
theselocationsareallrelevanttotheplotandthecharacters,buttheycan
alsobeusedtotellthereadersomethingaboutthethemesofastory.

Withinshortertexts(ShortStoriesandFlashFiction)oftenthereisonlya
singlesettingusedinthenarrative.Astheactionnormallyoccursinashort
spaceoftimeinthestory,asinglelocationisnormallyasufficientbackdrop
fortheactionanditpaysforthesestoriestobeascontextuallysimpleas
possible,giventheirratherlimitedlength.

Howtheauthorusesthesettingwillinfluencetheunderstandingofatext
quitealot:

Forexample,anarrativewhichissetonaspacestationintheyear3004
wouldimmediatelybeplacedwithinthegenreofsciencefiction,whileanovel
setwithinaworldwithunicornsandwingedindividualswouldbeconsidered
fantasy.

Placingatextwithinaparticularsub-genre(likesciencefictionorfantasy)will
createcertainexpectationsofhowthetextwilldevelop.

04.KeyFeaturesofProseFiction:Theme 

Pleasenotethedifferencesbetweenthetypesofprosefiction,whichareall
governedbylength:

Novels:  Multi-chapternarrativeswithoutanyspecificlengthrequirementsor
restrictions.
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Novellas: Multi-chapternarrativeswhichareshorterthannovels,typically
averagingbetween100and150pages.

ShortStories: Veryshortnarratives,typicallynotlongerthanoneortwo
chapters.

FlashFiction: Extremelyshortworksoffictionthataveragearound100words.

N.B.! Asperyourcourserequirementsforthismodule,youwillnotbe
expectedtoanalyseanythingmorethananextractfrom anovel,novellaor
shortstory.

N.N.B.!! Remembertofocusyouranalysesonthepassagespresentedto
you only! Evenifyouarefamiliarwiththenovelthepassagecomesfrom,
makesurethatyourworkfocusesonlyontheinformationinthepassage,as
thatiswhatyouarebeingtestedon.

N.N.N.B.!!!Theme isthe mostimportantfeature ofprosefiction,asitis
the primaryreason whyweconduct criticalanalysis.
By understanding the themes ofatext,weunderstandwhatthe purposeor
messageofthetext is.Muchofyour critical
analysis will focus on identifying the themes inapassageand
then explaining toyour reader howthe authoruses
language to create these themes.Thisishowyouexplainwhatthe
passage meanstoyou withproof. Withoutsubstantiation,youare
merely expressinganopinion,butwith sufficientsubstantiation,you
are unveilingatruth!

 

Theme:

Definition: Thecentraltopicsorideasthatcanbefoundinastory.

Thesetopicsandideasareoftenwoventhroughouttheplot.
These themes canbebasedonalmostanything,althoughoftenthemeis
linkedtohumanexistenceandidentity.

·      Emotions(suchasloveandhate)

·      Social(genderandrelationships)

·      Economicissues(ownershipandproduction)

·      Political(conflictandglobalism)

·      Environmental(eco-politicsandveganism)

·      Physical(Bodyissues)
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·      Metaphysical(questionsofexistence)

Suchexamplesastheonesaboveprovideabroadbaseonwhichyoumay
considerthenotionoftheme.Ifyouconsiderthetopicsabove,youmaysee
thattheyoverlap.Themescanmergeandblendtogether,providingsupport
andoppositionwithinatextandultimatelyaddingalevelofcomplexitytothe
text,whichwillofteninfluencewhatthereaderunderstandsthetexttobe
about.

Longer,morecomplextextstendtohavethespacetoincludemanycomplex
themesandideas,whileshortertexts,suchasshortstoriesandflashfiction
willgenerallyonlycontainoneortwothemes,atthemost.

Everyonecaninterpretatextdifferentlyinliterature,whichbringsusneatlyto
theimportanceoftheme,intermsof criticalanalysis.Thethemesofatext
arewhat lieattheheartofatext –theyaretheideaswegetfrom atextwhen
weinterpretit. Thus,theyarethegoalofcriticalanalysis.

However,becauseeachreadercaninterpretatexttheirownway
(subjectively),itbecomesnecessary,withinliterarystudies,to substantiateor
support anyinterpretationofthetextthrougha closereading ofthetextas
wellas,ifneeded,secondaryreadings.Ifyoudonotargueforyour
interpretationthroughclosereadings,thentheactualanalysisbecomes
problematic,asthereisinsufficientevidencetosupportyourarguments.

05.KeyFeaturesofProseFiction:HowtousealltheseSummaries 

YourStudyGuidegives equalweight toallfourkeyfeaturesof prose
fiction (plot,character,settingandtheme),butthisis terriblymisleading asit
appliestoyourcourseandthetypesofquestionsyouwillbeaskedinthe
examinationandinyourassignments.

Firstly,alwaysremember thatyouwill never beexaminedonanentirepieceof
prosefiction,unlessit’s flashfiction,sothereis nobenefit indiscussing
elementsofplot,character,settingorthemethat donotappear inthe exact
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passage reproducedinyourquestion–make absolutelysure thatyou only
discuss thepassagereferredtoinyourquestion!

Secondly,not all ofthesefeaturesare equallyuseful inananalysis:

 Plot isonly peripherallyuseful, atbest,asitis toobroad atopictobe
usedtosubstantiateanargumentbeingmadeina shortanalysis,such
astheonesyouwillbeaskedtodo. Retellingthestory or summarising
theplot inanythingmorethantwoorthreesentences is
counter-productive,astheonlykeyquestionansweredbytheplot
is “what”, asin “whatisthepassageabout?” Thebestthingthat
answeringthisquestioncandoforyouisto giveyouclues about likely
themes from thepassage,soyouwouldbe wastingyourtime tryingto
providea detailedretellingoftheplot.

 Characters arethevehiclesthat moveplotsforward,sotheycan
be critical tothe pacing ofthestory.Moresignificantlythanthat,they
arealsonormallyusedto highlightthethemes inanarrative,asso
manythemesrevolvearoundthehumancondition. Character isa
very important and useful featureof prosefiction,assoundcharacter
analysiscanoftenbeusedto discovercentralthemes
and support an analysis ofsaidthemes.Ofthefourkeyfeaturesof
prosefiction, characteristhesecondmostimportant–justbecareful
nottoturnacharacteranalysisintoaretellingofthestory.Focus
on whateventstellusaboutthe characters,ratherthanhow
the charactersinfluencetheevents.

 Setting shouldalsobe discussedbriefly,atbest,asitlargely
provides cluestotheme.However,youdoneedtobecarefulhere, as
recurringelements inthesettingareoftena“motif”,whichisa
techniquethatcanbeusedto reinforceatheme.Inshort,
while setting is notcrucial,itisoften moreimportant than plot.

 Theme isthe mostimportantfeature ofprosefiction,asitis
the primaryreason whyweconduct criticalanalysis.
By understanding the themes ofatext,weunderstandwhat
the purposeormessageofthetext is.Muchofyour critical
analysis will focus on identifying the themes inapassageand
then explaining toyour reader howthe authoruses
language to create these themes.Thisishowyouexplainwhatthe
passage meanstoyou withproof. Withoutsubstantiation,youare
merely expressinganopinion,butwith sufficientsubstantiation,you
are unveilingatruth!
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