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                                                   Elements of the Short Story
Fiction is writing created by the author from his/her imagination. One dictionary defines fiction as written material such as poetry, novels, essays, especially works of imagination characterized by excellence of style and expression and by theme of general and enduring interest. Indeed, the experiences narrated in a work of fiction may be real but the characters and situations are imaginary. The principal forms of fiction are myths, fables, tales, legends, short stories, novels and drama.

The elements of fiction are the different components that make up a work of fiction.  The word literature literally means “acquaintance with letters” and its two major classifications are poetry and prose.  All literature explores a theme or significant truth as expressed in such elements as setting, plot, characters, point of view, method of presentation, diction and style that is memorable and individual to each work of fiction. Understanding these elements can help the reader gain some understanding or insight about life, human motives and experiences. This insight is the principal aim of an effective work of fiction and when the reader is able to perceive it, he/she develops literary judgment and enriches his/her life.

   A short story is a work of fiction usually written in prose, often in narrative format, and of shorter length than a novel.  It is often limited to a single effect to which every detail is subordinate. The following elements are the most important ones to be considered in the analysis of fiction:

I. SETTING

The setting is the total physical environment of the story. It is the time, and circumstances

that form the background of a story. It includes weather, time, political, social and/or religious climate, local or national factors. Setting is an important element in creating or evoking mood in short stories. 

Atmosphere is the emotional effect of the setting which is felt as an influence emerging not from one detail but from the whole scene. Settings can also be symbolic or can serve metaphorically as an expression or extension of character. Settings can also reflect the characters’ emotions or actions and may help to establish or maintain a certain mood.

Setting which is presented effectively tends to make us believe in fictional characters and events. However, setting may do more than create an illusion of reality. It may also be a means of revealing character to the reader. The environment in which a character lives may help the reader understand that character’s motives and behavior. In stories where the primary conflict is internal, details of setting may indicate a character’s state of mind.

II. PLOT

The plot is the storyline, the plan, the sequence of related events or actions in a short story. An author may include elements such as foreshadowing, flashbacks, epiphany.  A traditional plot structure, however, has a section of expositions which gives the readers important background information. It is followed by rising action which breaks the existing equilibrium and introduces the conflict of the story. Once the major conflict is established, the action of a traditional plot generally moves toward a climax, how the story will turn out. Falling action is the point at which the tension subsides and the plot moves to its appointed conclusion and resolution or denouement which records the outcome of the conflict and/or establishes some new equilibrium or stability.

The excitement and meaningfulness of the events in the plot arise out of some kind of conflict or struggle. Without conflict here is no plot. Conflict is the opposition of force which ties one incident to another and makes the plot move. This conflict can be a struggle of force outside the character  (external conflict) or the struggle could be metal, emotional or moral (internal conflict). In a story there may be a single conflict or several related conflicts. The central character in the conflict, called the protagonist, is usually opposed by the forces of another person, society, nature, or even by a trait of his/her own character. This opposing force is called antagonist.

Basically there are three kinds of conflict which can be present in a work of fiction. These are:

1) character versus character

2) character versus environment (nature or society)

3) character versus self

Sometimes the ending of a story turns out to be the opposite of what a character or the reader expects. This type of ending is said to be ironic. An ironic ending is effective when the outcome is unexpected, yet completely logical.  Sometimes the tone of the entire story is ironic.  Irony involves a difference or contrast between appearance and reality.  In other words, there is a discrepancy between what appears to be true and what really is true.  Irony reminds the reader that life is unpredictable and that what is expected to happen, or is wished to happen, does not always have the intended result.  Irony can make us smile or flinch.  It can be genial or bitter.  The types of irony are:

1.  irony of situation when there is a contrast between what is expected to happen and what 

     actually happens;

2.  dramatic irony when the reader knows something that a character in the story does not

     know;

3.  verbal irony when a character says one thing and means something entirely different.

III. CHARACTERIZATION

The characters in a story are the people who carry out the action.  However, the word character may refer to the person in a work of fiction or to the characteristics of a person. Characters are divided into two major groups: major or principal characters and minor or secondary characters. These terms are related to the degree of character development (round or flat) and to the amount of change or lack of it (dynamic, static).

Major or principal characters are usually dynamic. This means that (through the story) they undergo an important or meaningful change in their personalities. They may also be round which means the characters are complex, and may reveal several different and maybe conflicting character traits when viewed from different angles. 

Minor or secondary characters are usually considered static. They remain the same throughout the story. They may also be flat. Flat characters are those with few traits. Another type of minor character is the stereotype or stock character. This character conforms to a familiar and predictable formula and has so frequently appeared in fiction that his/her nature is immediately known to the reader.

But whether they are major or minor characters, they all have specific moral, psychological, and physical traits or characteristics in accordance with the role of the story. In order for a story to seem real to the reader, its characters must seem real. Characterization is the information the author gives the reader about the character. These character traits can be divided into the following categories:

1) External characteristics – include age, race, physical appearance, civil status, education, station in life, mannerisms, habits and speech.

2) Internal characteristics – include moral character, emotional stability, intelligence, and attitudes.

Authors use different methods to present their characters. The two principal methods of characterization are direct characterization (the author tells the reader directly what a character is like) and indirect characterization (through the character’s actions and dialogue the author allows the reader to draw his/her own conclusion about what a character is like). 

In order for characters in a story to have credibility or believability, they must behave like real people. The reader needs to feel that they are true to life. To be believable, characters must have consistency. If a character undergoes a change, there must be sufficient reason to explain it. A character who is presented as shy and awkward cannot suddenly turn into a bold, confident individual unless there is some crucial experience that makes change possible. There must also be motivation or reason to account for a character’s actions. This motivation may come by outside forces or by the character’s inner needs.

IV. POINT OF VIEW

The person who tells the story is called the narrator, and the angle from which the story is

told is called its point of view. Point of view has to do with the “eyes” the author uses to see the events and characters and the voice he/she assumes to tell the tale. A story can be told by someone who is a character in the story or by an outside observer. In the consideration of point of view there are two main categories to keep in mind:

1) First Person Point of View (used when the narrator speaks as an “I”) 

The narrator in first person stories should never be confused with the author. The reader must always bear in mind that the narrator is created by the author of the story.

a. “I” as the protagonist or principal character narrates the events in which he/she has had a central role.

b. “I” as a secondary character or witness who narrates the events in which someone else has played a central role.

The first-person point of view has the advantage of adding immediacy to a story. The reader gets the story directly from one of its characters; however, it also has its limitations. The reader sees the events from the vantage point of only one character. That character can reveal his or her feelings, thoughts, and observations, but cannot get into the minds of other characters. As a result, the reader must determine whether the narrator’s impressions are to be trusted. 

From this point of view a story may also be told by someone who is an observer of the action rather than a main character. This point of view is called first-person observer. It creates distance from the characters. The narrator cannot see into the characters’ minds and read their thoughts. The narrative must be restricted to what can be seen and what can be inferred. However, the narrator is free to comment on the actions and does not have to be an objective witness. In short, keep in mind that the first-person point of view is limited to what one character sees, thinks, and feels.


(2) Third-Person Point of View


      (used when the narrator tells the story using he, she, they)

A story can be told from the third-person point of view by an outside observer who does not play a role in the events. The narrator tells the story from the vantage point of “he” or “she”. The author may narrate the story using the omniscient point of view introducing information where and when he/she chooses thus allowing the reader to move from character to character, event to event, having free access to the thoughts, feelings and motivations of the characters.  The third-person narrator may be multiple omniscience or an all knowing observer who knows what several of the characters see, hear, think, and feel and who comments on the action. This kind of observer is free to enter into the minds and feelings of the characters and to comment on or interpret events. 

Sometimes an author tells a story in the third-person from the point of view of only one character. Instead of learning what some of the characters see, feel, and think, the reader gets the information filtered through one character’s viewpoint. This third-person point of view is called selective or limited omniscience. 

At other times an author may tell a story from the point of view of an observer who witnesses the action but offers no commentary or interpretation of the events. This observer tells the reader what the characters say or do, but does not reveal their thoughts and feelings. Readers must draw their own conclusions about the characters from their dialogue and actions. This point of view is called the objective or dramatic point of view because the narrator maintains distance from the 

story. 

     The author may select an innocent point of view by telling the story through the eyes of a child.  Or the author may use stream of consciousness making the reader feel as if he/she were inside the character’s mind and knows all of the character’s thoughts and reactions.


A consistently maintained point of view is an aesthetically pleasing as well as a strongly unifying element in a work of fiction. But it is also important to bear in mind the fact that any point of view is rarely completely consistent within a work. For one reason or another the author can shift momentarily, or for longer periods, to another point of view.

V.
THEME

The theme is the central idea, the controlling idea or the central insight of a story.  It may be the author’s thoughts about a topic or view of human nature or underlying meaning about human nature that is developed in a story. A theme may be expressed directly or indirectly. Although not every story can be said to have a theme (mysteries and adventure stories are told mainly for entertainment), theme is an important element in those stories that offer insight into human beings. Sometimes theme is expressed directly in a story. Most of the time, however, the theme must be inferred from other elements in the story. 

A theme is the controlling idea behind the story. It expresses a point of view about life or gives the reader insight into human behavior. In short, a theme is some insight or generalization about life.

The following principles are important when trying to find the theme of the story: 

1) The theme must be stated in a complete sentence and not with one word or phrase.

2) The theme must be stated as a generalization about life. No specific character or place should be mentioned in the statement: Words like some, sometimes, and always should be used instead of all, every, and always.
3) The theme must function as a unifying element in the story. It must account for all major details in the story. It must be reinforced by details in the story.

4) The theme of the story can be stated in many different ways as long as it communicates the view of life presented in the story.

5) Themes should be stated in simple, but original statements. Familiar statements or ready-made phrases should be avoided when stating the theme.

Sometimes, instead of expressing a theme, a story carries a moral that is intended to teach some rule of conduct of life – some timeless bit of wisdom about human conduct.

VI.
 METHOD OF PRESENTATION

The method of presentation refers to the way essential information is revealed to the reader through the ordering of the events of the story. The most common method is telling the story in chronological order. Within this category there is sometimes the episodic presentation. Fiction is episodic when there is little relationship between one event and another or when there is a lack of basic continuity or when the action is largely independent of the actions that come before or after.

In media res is a method in which the story begins in the middle of the action. With this method flashbacks are often included. A flashback is the interruption of a narrative to relate an action that has already occurred. The term is usually applied to the flow of memory in a particular character’s mind but it may include the author’s interruption of chronological order as well.

Sometimes an author plants clues, and gives hints of important later developments in the story. This method of building in clues to the outcome of the action is called foreshadowing. 

VII.
DICTION AND STYLE

Diction is concerned with the choice and arrangement of words. The language employed both in the descriptive and narrative passages and in the dialogue of the characters must be appropriate to the kind of story and the type of characters involved. The characters must use speech that is appropriate to and consistent with their social class, profession, education, and actions at the time they are speaking. Their language usage may include archaisms, slang or dialect. Words can also have literal or implied meanings. When the meaning of a word is literal, it is called denotation, but when the word has an implied meaning, its meaning goes beyond denotation. This implied meaning is referred to as connotation.  In other words, connotation is the feeling or association that a word or phrase evokes.


The author may select language that is stark and unadorned or language that is ornate and metaphorical. This depends on the author’s personality and is known as his/her style. The attitude of the author toward his/her subject matter is apprehended mainly through the tone he/she uses. Tone is the attitude of the author rather than that of his/her characters.  It is his/her attitude toward what is being presented, expressed through a literary style which can be ironic, bitter, sympathetic, humorous, serious, critical, affectionate, hostile, sarcastic, soothing, passionate, detached or any of numerous other attitudes. To determine the tone of a story, the reader must examine the language the author uses and decide what effect the author’s choice of words has.  “The reader must analyze the author’s attitude towards the characters, the narrator and the subject matter.  Is the author sympathetic toward, admiring of, hostile toward, critical of, sentimental about one or more of the characters or the narrator?  How does the author feel about an idea or a concept?  Is the author sarcastic about, indifferent to, bitter about, curious about, thrilled by, critical of, outraged about, shocked by, frightened about, scornful of, sentimental about, or sad about a subject such as love, death, marriage, family, government, social class, money, religion, war.”   (Taken from www.vaniercollege.qc.ca/…analyzing short stories)    

 The general emotional feeling aroused in the reader is called mood and may be described as happy, sad, angry, resentful, melancholic, nostalgic or any other adjective that refers to feelings.

The use of irony is also part of the author’s style and it is important to analyze its effect on the reader.
The choice of words greatly contributes to the impact of the story. In order to add richness to their writing and to stimulate the reader’s imagination, authors may use imagery and figurative language.

     Images are descriptions that appeal to our senses of sight, smell, sound, touch, or taste.  Images add interest and clarify meaning.  They are used to create vivid and precise impressions or images in the reader’s mind.  Images are classified according to the sense that is aroused by the words and phrases expressed:

1. visual – sense of sight

2. auditory – sense of hearing

3. gustatory – sense of taste

4. olfactory – sense of smell

5. tactile – sense of touch

6. kinesthetic – sense of movement

7. thermal – sense of hotness or coldness

Figurative language refers to words that create images or convey symbolic meaning beyond the literal level.  It is a deliberate departure from the ordinary, literal use of words in order to provide fresh perceptions and create lasting impressions.  A figure of speech is language which expresses something in an unusual way, thus, giving sparkle and vitality to the meaning.  Instead of stating an idea literally, a writer may convey a thought more imaginatively by using these figures of speech:

1. simile – This figure of speech is easily recognized because two essentially unlike things are compared, usually in a phrase introduced by the words like, as or seems. 

2. metaphor – A comparison is also made but instead of saying that one thing is like another, it states that one thing is another.

3. personification – This figure of speech is one in which human qualities are given to inanimate things, abstractions or animals.

4. hyperbole – This figure of speech is simply a conscious, intentional use of exaggeration. It is also called overstatement.

5. paradox – This is a statement that seems contradictory, even if actually well-founded.

6. symbol – This may be a character, object or happening that stands for something else.  In other words, it is a concrete or material object that suggests or represents an abstract idea, quality, or concept.

VIII.   OTHER USEFUL TERMS

      1. allusion – when an author makes a passing reference to a person,

          place, or object in history, myth, or literature on the assumption

          that the reader understands the reference, making it unnecessary

          for it to be explained explicitly.

      2.  analogy – a comparison that uses a familiar or concrete item to explain an abstract 

            or unfamiliar idea.  For example, explaining the anatomy of the eye by comparing it

            to a camera.

        3.  archaism – deliberate use, for artistic purposes, of words, expressions, spellings,

             or phrases that have become obsolete in the present.

        4.   cliché – a phrase or expression that has lost its originality or force through overuse.

        5.   colloquial language – conversational words and expressions that are sometimes 

              used in writing to add color and authenticity.    

        6.  dialect – the difference in sound, spellings, grammar and diction in language 

             used by people of specific class or group that distinguishes them from those

             of other class or group.

        7.   ellipsis – three equally spaced dots that signal an omission of words used as a

              narrative devise, allowing the reader to fill in the narrative gaps.

        8.   emphasis – the placement of words and ideas in key positions to give them stress      

              and importance or the use of repetition and figurative language to call attention 

              to an idea or term.

        9.   epiphany – a sudden insight, comprehension or perception of reality by means of

              a sudden intuitive realization or awareness.  This awareness changes the 

              character’s understanding.

      10.   illustration – the use of examples, or a single long example, to support or explain

              an idea.

      11.   inference – a conclusion drawn by a reader from the hints and suggestions 

              provided by the writer.  Writers sometimes express ideas indirectly rather

              than stating them outright.  Readers must use their own experience and

              knowledge to read between the lines and make inferences to gather the full

              meaning of a work. 

      12.   jargon – the specialized or technical language of a trade, profession, or similar

              group.  To readers outside the group, jargon is confusing and meaningless.

      13.  onomatopoeia – the use of words that suggest or echo the sound they are describing.

      14.  proverb – a short saying that expresses a common truth familiar to most people

             in a particular society.  For example:  A stitch in time saves nine.

      15.  purpose – the writer’s reason for writing.

      16.  rhetorical question – a question that a writer or speaker asks to emphasize or 

             introduce a point.

      17.  satire – writing that uses wit and irony to attack and expose human folly, weakness, 

             and stupidity.

      18.  sexist language – words and phrases that stereotype or ignore members of either 

             sex.

      19.  slang – the informal language of a given group or locale, often characterized by 

             colorful expressions and short-lived usage. 

      20.  standard English – the language written or spoken by most educated people.

IX.
  TITLE


No analysis of a work of fiction can be complete without analyzing its title.  The title is the first indication as to the meaning of a given work of fiction.  Titles may be direct and obvious or they can be symbolic. They can point to an important idea or theme in the story.  They may also suggest an emotive tone to the reader. Titles can also be allusions important to the particular work of fiction or they can point to the principal character in the story.  When analyzing a short story, ask yourself why the author selected that title.  Do you consider it appropriate or might you suggest a more appropriate title?  What other title would you prefer?  Why?

 X.   UNITY

Unity is a term applied to all the functions or setting, plot, character, theme, and diction that bind the story into a consistent and self-sufficient whole.  All details in a short story must further the action and contribute to the final, overall effect.
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