
 

 

A CRAFT GUIDE FOR FICTION WRITERS 

NARRATIVE THEMES 
How fiction makes meaning through character, conflict, image, structure and 

consequence—without turning into a sermon 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK  

Theme is not the detachable “message” hidden inside a novel. It is the pattern of values, 

questions, images, choices and consequences that teaches the reader how to interpret 

what happens. The strongest themes are felt before they are paraphrased: they gather 

through dramatic pressure, admit genuine contradiction, and leave the reader with 

more moral and emotional knowledge than any slogan could contain. 
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•  A short history of theme—from exemplum to polyphony 

•  How theme changes the reader’s state of knowledge 

•  Eight kinds of thematic tension 

•  Eleven practical techniques for building theme 

•  Jane Austen, Dickens and other classic examples 

•  Contemporary examples: Morrison, Ishiguro, Jemisin and Whitehead 

•  How to avoid didacticism 

•  Matching thematic technique to the kind of story 

•  A thematic revision workshop 

•  A compact comparison guide 

•  Further reading and linked texts 

The two craft books I recommend most highly 

No craft book can nominate the “correct” theme for a novel, and no responsible method can 

guarantee what readers will finally make of it. The most useful books therefore do something harder: 

they show how meaning emerges from the relations among plot, character, opposition, setting, 

symbol and ending. After comparing theme-specific manuals, general story-craft books, author 

resources and publisher descriptions, the most useful pair for a practising novelist is K. M. Weiland’s 

Writing Your Story’s Theme and John Truby’s The Anatomy of Story. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Writing_Your_Story_s_Theme.html?id=1u4GzgEACAAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/Writing_Your_Story_s_Theme.html?id=1u4GzgEACAAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Anatomy_of_Story.html?id=hOrQQr1cx4QC
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They are not the only valuable books. Robert McKee’s Story remains an influential account of the 

“controlling idea” and value change, and it supplies an important counterpoint throughout this 

guide. But Weiland and Truby make the strongest working pair for theme because one begins with 

the novelist’s practical problem—how plot, character arc and theme cohere—while the other builds a 

rigorous account of moral argument through character systems, choice, story world and symbol. 

1. K. M. Weiland, Writing Your Story’s Theme 

Weiland’s book is the more immediately novel-friendly and theme-specific of the two. Its great 

practical strength is integration. Rather than treating theme as decoration applied after the plot is 

finished, it locates theme at the intersection of what a character wants, what that character believes, 

what the plot demands, and what experience finally proves or complicates. 

“Powerful themes are never incidental. They emerge from the conjunction of strong plots and 

resonant character arcs.” — K. M. Weiland, Writing Your Story’s Theme 

That sentence gives a writer an excellent diagnostic. If a draft’s theme exists mainly in speeches, 

epigraphs or isolated symbols, it probably has not yet entered the novel’s causal machinery. If the 

protagonist’s decisive choices, the opponent’s pressure, the subplot’s variation and the ending’s cost 

all bear on the same family of questions, theme has become structural. 

Best for: novelists who want a clear bridge between character arc, plot and theme; writers revising a 

completed draft; writers anxious that intentional theme will automatically feel preachy. 

Its most useful advantage: it makes an abstract subject actionable. A writer can trace belief, 

truth, choice and consequence scene by scene. 

Its limitation: any system built around a “Lie” and a “Truth” can become too binary if applied 

without resistance. Some novels depend on incompatible goods, partial truths, historical uncertainty 

or an ending that refuses moral closure. Use the framework as a way to generate pressure, not as a 

machine for awarding the author’s preferred answer. 

2. John Truby, The Anatomy of Story 

Truby’s book is broader and more architectonic. Its chapter on moral argument joins theme to the 

protagonist’s psychological and moral need, the opponent’s values, the web of supporting characters, 

the story world, the symbol web, self-revelation and final moral choice. This is especially valuable 

when a draft has a compelling situation but its meaning feels thin, or when every character appears 

to share the author’s politics and vocabulary. 

“The central theme of a story is often crystallized by a moral choice the hero must make.” — 

John Truby, The Anatomy of Story 

The word choice matters. A theme stated in dialogue is information; a theme embodied in a costly 

decision becomes drama. Truby’s discussion of Doubt is particularly useful on avoiding sermons: he 

argues that moral argument has force when it is expressed through structure and consequence, yet 

loses force if plot and character become mere scaffolding for an intellectual case. 

Best for: ensemble novels, family sagas, social novels, fantasy and science fiction with substantial 

worldbuilding, tragedies, and stories in which several characters live out rival answers to the same 

moral question. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://books.google.com/books/about/Story.html?id=6y_AR8EZI54C
https://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/book-launch-day-writing-your-storys-theme/
https://books.google.com/books/about/Writing_Your_Story_s_Theme.html?id=1u4GzgEACAAJ
https://books.google.com/books/about/Writing_Your_Story_s_Theme.html?id=1u4GzgEACAAJ
https://truby.com/the-anatomy-of-story/
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Anatomy_of_Story.html?id=hOrQQr1cx4QC
https://truby.com/doubt-2008/
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Its most useful advantage: it expands theme beyond the protagonist. A whole cast, landscape 

and symbol system can become a field of argument. 

Its limitation: “moral argument” can sound more singular and conclusive than many novels wish 

to be. Literary fiction may crystallise a moral choice while leaving the choice’s meaning unstable. A 

novel can possess ethical seriousness without delivering a verdict. 

A third voice worth keeping beside them: Robert McKee 

McKee’s account of scene design asks the writer to identify the value at stake and how its charge 

changes. His severe maxim—“No scene that doesn’t turn.”—is not a law for every kind of fiction, but 

it is a powerful thematic audit. A scene need not contain a plot twist; it may turn trust to suspicion, 

intimacy to exposure, dignity to humiliation, hope to dread, or ignorance to recognition. A sequence 

of such turns creates an argument in experience. 

McKee is also valuable precisely where theme becomes dangerous. His official discussion of 

didacticism and meaning distinguishes a work that lectures from one that makes meaning through 

dramatic design. In practice: do not suppress conviction, but submit conviction to conflict. 

The useful synthesis. Use Weiland to connect a character’s belief and change to the plot; use Truby to 

distribute the moral argument across a character web, world and symbol system; use McKee to test 

whether scenes actually move the values on which that argument depends. 

Before choosing a theme: separate five things often confused 

Writers often say “my theme is grief” or “my theme is the red scarf”. Both statements point towards 

thematic material, but neither yet describes a developed theme. Clear terms make revision possible. 

1. Subject: the territory 

The subject is the broad human territory the novel enters: grief, ambition, marriage, migration, 

loyalty, motherhood, violence, work, memory, ecological collapse. A subject is generative because it 

opens a field of associations. It is also too broad to organise a long narrative by itself. 

Example: the subject of Pride and Prejudice includes marriage. That does not yet tell us what the 

novel makes of marriage, how money and perception shape it, or why some unions are comic, 

dangerous, prudent or transformative. 

2. Thematic question: the live uncertainty 

The thematic question converts territory into inquiry. What must a person know before love can 

be just? Can care survive ownership? Is loyalty still virtuous when the institution is corrupt? What 

does a society call “normal” in order to hide its violence? A good thematic question cannot be 

answered honestly by a single abstract sentence at the beginning of the draft. 

Questions preserve uncertainty. They keep the writer curious and prevent characters from becoming 

examples of a conclusion already settled. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://mckeestory.com/do-your-scenes-turn/
https://mckeestory.com/do-your-scenes-turn/
https://mckeestory.com/what-is-the-difference-between-didacticism-and-meaning-in-a-story/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
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3. Proposition or controlling idea: the tested claim 

A proposition states what the completed pattern of the story seems to claim. It often joins a value 

to a cause: intimacy becomes possible when pride yields to accurate self-knowledge; a community 

that turns people into instruments destroys its own moral vocabulary. 

McKee calls this a “controlling idea”. The phrase is useful during revision because it demands 

specificity and causation. It becomes dangerous when “controlling” means that every scene must 

obediently confirm the same answer. A mature novel tests its proposition with credible counter-

evidence. 

4. Motif and symbol: the recurring sensory language 

A motif is a repeated element—an image, object, phrase, gesture, sound, weather pattern, colour, 

place or situation. A symbol is an element whose literal presence gathers further significance 

through context. Neither is a theme by itself. Fog is weather; repeated fog that obstructs bodies, 

institutions and sentences can become a material language for obscured responsibility. 

The writer’s task is not to assign a fixed translation—bird equals freedom—but to create variation. A 

bird caged, heard but unseen, nesting in ruin and flying into glass produces a richer pattern than 

four repetitions of the same symbolic cue. 

5. Moral argument or worldview: the pattern of right action 

A moral argument concerns how people ought to live with one another and what actions harm or 

repair a shared world. A worldview is wider: the story’s felt account of what human beings are, 

what kinds of agency exist, whether history can be repaired, what the nonhuman world demands, or 

whether reality is stable enough to know. 

Not every theme is reducible to a rule of conduct. Moby-Dick certainly examines vengeance and 

command, but it also asks metaphysical questions about perception, unknowability and the human 

hunger to force the world to mean. 

 

Figure 1. Four interacting parts of thematic design. Meaning becomes dramatic when an open question meets credible 

counterpressure, costly consequences and a recurring sensory pattern. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://mckeestory.com/why-does-your-story-need-a-controlling-idea/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/2701/2701-h/2701-h.htm
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Subject gives the novel breadth. Question gives it openness. Proposition gives revision a hypothesis. 

Motif gives meaning a sensory body. Moral argument or worldview gives the pattern ethical and 

philosophical consequence. 

A short history of narrative theme 

Historical periods do not move in a neat line from “simple morals” to “complex ambiguity”. Every 

period contains contradiction, satire, popular form, experiment and exception. Still, the dominant 

ways stories organise meaning have changed with institutions of belief, readership, print culture, 

psychology, empire, mass media and ideas of the self. 

Sacred story, myth, fable and exemplum 

In oral, sacred and mythic traditions, narrative meaning is often inseparable from a culture’s 

cosmology: why death exists, how a people came to inhabit a place, what obligations bind kin and 

stranger, how humans should live among gods, ancestors, animals and land. Repetition, archetypal 

action and ritual return make theme communal and memorable. 

Fable and exemplum can present a more visibly compressed lesson. Aesop’s fables often attach a 

moral to a brief action. This is not automatically crude. Compression can produce intellectual clarity 

and comic force. Its risk for the modern novelist is proportionality: when a 100,000-word narrative 

behaves like an expanded fable, characters may feel less like persons than demonstrations. 

Classical drama: action, recognition and consequence 

In Aristotle’s Poetics, plot and action are central to tragedy. Whatever reservations a novelist may 

have about importing dramatic theory wholesale, the enduring insight is that meaning is not merely 

pronounced; it is discovered through reversal, recognition, error, suffering and consequence. Tragic 

tension comes partly from the audience’s double knowledge: we perceive a pattern the character 

cannot yet see, yet remain uncertain how fully it will be recognised or escaped. 

Allegory and personified abstraction 

Medieval and early modern allegory can make the relation between story and idea overt: figures, 

places and journeys carry systematic conceptual meanings. Allegory’s advantage is architectural 

clarity. It can stage an entire moral or political order. Its disadvantage is that once the code is solved, 

local surprise may diminish. Modern allegorical fiction often renews the form by making the code 

unstable, multiple or historically contested. 

The rise of the novel: conduct, interiority and social knowledge 

As the novel developed, theme increasingly operated through particular lives embedded in money, 

marriage, law, property, work and reputation. The reader could know the social rule, the character’s 

private desire and the painful gap between them. This made new kinds of thematic tension possible: 

between public virtue and private appetite; between what society rewards and what the narrative 

reveals as valuable; between a narrator’s generalisation and a character’s lived exception. 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice begins: “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man 

in possession of a good fortune, must be in want of a wife.” 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/11339/11339-h/11339-h.htm
https://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/poetics.html
https://www.britannica.com/art/allegory-art-and-literature
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
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The comic authority of “truth” is immediately unstable. Whose truth is this? The sentence turns 

private desire into public consensus and then exposes the economic and marital machinery behind 

that consensus. Theme arrives not as Austen’s earnest maxim but as irony: the reader is invited to 

recognise a social proposition before any character has understood it. 

The nineteenth-century social novel: systems made visible 

Industrialisation, urban growth, bureaucracy and expanding print readership gave the novel 

extraordinary power to connect private suffering with public structures. Dickens’s thematic method 

is often maximalist: parallel plots, caricature, recurring objects, institutional language, coincidence, 

pathos and authorial address accumulate until a system can be felt. 

A Tale of Two Cities opens with the balanced antithesis “It was the best of times, it was the worst of 

times.” 

The line does more than announce contradiction. Its rhythm trains the reader to read historically 

through doubles: London and Paris, resurrection and death, private sacrifice and mass violence. 

Thematic tension is built into syntax. The reader expects not a single verdict on revolution, but a 

sequence in which opposed values remain entangled. 

In A Christmas Carol, by contrast, Dickens uses a conversion structure. Scrooge’s “Are there no 

prisons?” is not simply refuted by an essay on poverty. The plot returns his language to him, gives it 

faces, and forces an encounter with consequences. The method is openly moral yet dramatically 

effective because knowledge becomes experience, experience requires choice, and choice costs the 

old self its defences. 

Realism and the diffusion of consequence 

Realist fiction often distrusts spectacular moral bookkeeping. Its themes gather through social 

texture, compromised choices and consequences that disperse across a community. The famous 

closing movement of George Eliot’s Middlemarch observes “the effect of her being on those around 

her was incalculably diffusive.” 

The phrase offers a model of quiet thematic scale. A life need not culminate in public triumph to 

possess value; influence can be real while remaining unmeasured. For the reader, the tension shifts 

from Will the heroine achieve greatness? to What counts as greatness, and who gets to see it? 

Modernism: consciousness, fracture and pattern 

Modernist fiction often relocates thematic action from overt authorial explanation to perception, 

memory, rhythm, juxtaposition and form. The British Library’s account of Mrs Dalloway describes 

how Woolf moves among minds and uses a single day, recurrent clock-time and parallel lives to 

connect private consciousness with war, class, gender, mortality and social performance. 

“Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.” — Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway 

“Herself” is tiny but charged: agency, domestic labour, class privilege and self-presentation are 

already present. The flowers will become gift, decoration, life, transience and social ritual. Theme 

develops less through a declared proposition than through connections the reader makes between 

Clarissa and Septimus, party and death, clock-time and subjective time. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://gutenberg.org/files/98/98-h/98-h.htm
https://gutenberg.org/files/98/98-h/98-h.htm
https://gutenberg.org/files/98/98-h/98-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/46/46-h/46-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/46/46-h/46-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/46/46-h/46-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/145/145-h/145-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/145/145-h/145-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/145/145-h/145-h.htm
https://www.britishlibrary.cn/en/articles/introduction-to-mrs-dalloway/
https://www.britishlibrary.cn/en/articles/introduction-to-mrs-dalloway/
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Postwar, postcolonial and postmodern pressures 

The twentieth century’s wars, genocides, decolonisation movements, civil-rights struggles and crises 

of representation intensified suspicion towards master narratives: accounts that claim a single voice 

can explain a whole people or historical catastrophe. Many novels answer with fragmentation, 

polyphony, unreliable testimony, metafiction, archival gaps and recursive form. 

These techniques do not eliminate theme. They shift its location. Meaning may reside in the conflict 

between accounts, in what an archive omits, in the impossibility of recovering the dead, or in the 

ethical cost of claiming certainty. The reader becomes an active judge of evidence rather than the 

recipient of a final lecture. 

Contemporary fiction: systems, identities and more-than-human scales 

Contemporary novels inherit every earlier method at once. Realist intimacy coexists with allegory; 

myth with documentary form; family saga with climate systems; close first person with polyphonic 

communities. Themes of race, gender, sexuality, migration, extraction, disability, technology and 

ecological interdependence often require stories to move between an individual’s felt life and 

structures no single character can see in full. 

In Yaa Gyasi’s Homegoing, a multigenerational structure lets consequence travel farther than 

individual memory. In Tommy Orange’s There There, many voices resist the idea that one 

representative protagonist can contain urban Indigenous experience. In Kazuo Ishiguro’s Klara and 

the Sun, a nonhuman observer’s limited understanding makes love, replacement and personhood 

questions the reader must answer beyond the narrator’s vocabulary. 

Historical trend in one sentence. Theme has not travelled from “explicit” to “implicit” in a simple 

progression; it has expanded its available instruments—from moral statement and exemplary action to 

social causality, interior pattern, contested testimony, structural metaphor and distributed systems. 

How theme changes the reader’s state of knowledge 

Plot manages factual knowledge: who committed the crime, what happened in the past, whether the 

lovers will reunite. Theme manages interpretive knowledge: what an event counts as, which 

values are in conflict, what pattern joins distant scenes, and whether a character’s explanation 

deserves belief. 

The reader may know the proposition before the character 

In tragedy, satire and conversion narratives, the reader may identify the moral or social pattern 

early. Suspense then does not depend on hiding the theme. It depends on whether the character will 

recognise the pattern, whether recognition will arrive in time, and what it will cost. 

This is the knowledge structure of dramatic irony. The reader’s superiority creates anxiety rather 

than comfort: we can see the trap but cannot intervene. 

The reader may discover the theme beside the character 

In many coming-of-age, romance, quest and recovery narratives, thematic understanding grows with 

the protagonist’s revised understanding. The reader and character continually reinterpret evidence. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/533857/homegoing-by-yaa-gyasi/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/563403/there-there-by-tommy-orange/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/653825/klara-and-the-sun-a-gma-book-club-pick-by-kazuo-ishiguro/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/653825/klara-and-the-sun-a-gma-book-club-pick-by-kazuo-ishiguro/
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A first impression becomes prejudice; protection becomes control; ambition becomes self-erasure; 

loyalty becomes complicity. 

This equality produces intimate curiosity. The reader is not waiting for information alone but for the 

meaning of known events to change. 

The reader may know less than the character 

A reticent or unreliable narrator can conceal the interpretive framework as well as the facts. The 

reader senses euphemism, avoidance or a gap in self-knowledge. Tension arises between the 

narrator’s calm account and the moral reality the reader slowly infers. 

Never Let Me Go makes this method devastating. Kathy’s familiar institutional vocabulary 

normalises a system the reader learns to name as exploitation. The novel lets us feel how people 

adapt to an injustice before it asks us to judge that adaptation. 

The reader may know differently from every character 

In polyphonic or multi-perspectival fiction, no single character owns the theme. The reader 

compares accounts, sees consequences across social distance, and forms a provisional whole 

unavailable to the cast. This produces systemic knowledge: the ability to connect a private wound 

with an institution, history or ecology. 

The risk is moral altitude. If the reader is positioned as the only enlightened consciousness above a 

field of limited characters, the book can become smug. The strongest polyphony also implicates the 

reader’s habits of judgement. 

The reader may never receive a stable answer 

Ambiguous fiction can deliver intense thematic knowledge without certainty. The reader may learn 

exactly why a question is difficult, what values cannot be reconciled, or why the available evidence is 

ethically compromised. Ambiguity is not vagueness. It requires precise pressures and multiple 

defensible interpretations. 

A useful revision question. At the end of each major movement, what does the reader now understand 

differently—not merely what new fact has been revealed? Name the changed interpretation, the scene that 

caused it and the value placed under pressure. 

Eight kinds of thematic tension 

Theme does not slow a story down. Properly dramatised, it creates its own engines of anticipation. 

1. Recognition tension 

The reader sees a pattern the protagonist resists. We wait for self-recognition: Will Elizabeth Bennet 

revise her judgement? Will Scrooge understand the human cost of his language? Will a narrator 

admit what their euphemisms protect? 

Best matched to: character arcs, tragedy, satire, psychological realism, conversion narratives. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/never-let-me-go-by-kazuo-ishiguro-a-study-guide/
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Practical danger: the delayed recognition may feel artificial if the evidence is overwhelming and 

the protagonist has no credible reason not to see it. 

2. Moral-choice tension 

Two values that both matter become mutually costly. Safety conflicts with truth; loyalty with justice; 

care with autonomy; survival with solidarity. The question is not “Which slogan wins?” but “What 

will this person sacrifice, and who will bear the consequence?” 

Best matched to: drama, family saga, political fiction, romance, war stories, legal and medical 

narratives. 

Practical danger: a false dilemma makes the author’s preferred choice too easy. 

3. Hypothesis tension 

The story seems to test a proposition. Each scene provides evidence for, against or beyond it. The 

reader keeps revising a theory of the novel’s world. 

Best matched to: social novels, speculative fiction, philosophical fiction, satire, stories with 

patterned subplots. 

Practical danger: if every example proves the same thing, hypothesis becomes demonstration and 

characters become data points. 

4. Interpretive tension 

The same act supports rival meanings. Is a gift generous, manipulative, guilty or all three? Is silence 

protective or cowardly? Does an ending represent liberation or isolation? 

Best matched to: literary fiction, unreliable narration, domestic fiction, mysteries of character, 

stories about memory and testimony. 

Practical danger: withholding all interpretive anchors can feel coy rather than complex. 

5. Ideological tension 

Characters embody competing accounts of how the world works. Each worldview explains something 

and fails somewhere. The plot places those explanations under material pressure. 

Best matched to: ensemble novels, political and historical fiction, campus novels, courtroom 

stories, utopian and dystopian fiction. 

Practical danger: characters become microphones for positions they would never naturally 

articulate. 

6. Systemic tension 

The protagonist confronts a structure larger than individual intention: class, bureaucracy, slavery, 

empire, technology, extractive economy, patriarchy, climate or inherited wealth. The reader can see 

connections unavailable to any one participant. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Best matched to: Dickensian social narratives, multigenerational sagas, climate fiction, 

institutional satire, epic fantasy and science fiction. 

Practical danger: “the system” becomes so total that choice feels irrelevant and narrative energy 

collapses. 

7. Pattern-recognition tension 

A repeated object, image, phrase or situation changes meaning. The reader anticipates recurrence 

and asks how the pattern will vary. This is the thematic equivalent of a musical motif. 

Best matched to: gothic fiction, lyric novels, modernism, horror, memory narratives, short stories 

and novellas. 

Practical danger: obvious symbols can make the reader feel managed. 

8. Residual tension 

The plot resolves but an ethical or philosophical remainder does not. The lovers unite, yet the social 

terms of their happiness remain visible. The crime is solved, yet justice has not been achieved. The 

revolution succeeds, yet its methods have altered the victors. 

Best matched to: endings that seek resonance beyond closure, historical fiction, tragedy, literary 

romance, political and postcolonial fiction. 

Practical danger: residue is not a licence to avoid the concrete obligations of the plot. 

 

Figure 2. A sermon protects its conclusion from pressure; a dramatic theme makes rival answers live, then lets choice and 

consequence require the reader’s judgement. 

Eleven practical techniques for building theme 

These techniques are not rival schools. A novel usually combines several, with one or two carrying 

most of the weight. The central craft decision is where meaning will be generated: in a change of 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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belief, a contest among characters, a chain of consequences, a recurring image, an arrangement of 

time, a social world, or the tension between what is said and what can be seen. 

Technique 1. Begin with a thematic question, not a lesson 

A question is spacious enough to admit discovery. Instead of deciding the theme is that ambition is 

bad, ask: When does ambition enlarge a life, and when does it consume the 

relationships that make achievement meaningful? Instead of love conquers all, ask: What 

can love survive without becoming possession, self-erasure or excuse? 

The question should generate scenes. If it can be answered without naming a character, circumstance 

or cost, it is still too general. Add a pressure: When does loyalty become complicity when leaving 

will expose someone vulnerable? 

Reader’s state of knowledge: the reader may recognise the question early while remaining 

uncertain about the answer. This creates interpretive participation. 

Tension made possible: hypothesis tension and moral-choice tension. Each major decision feels 

like evidence. 

Stories it often suits: literary and commercial fiction alike; especially novels drafted from a 

situation rather than a planned character arc. 

Advantages: keeps the writer curious; allows contradiction; makes revision selective because 

scenes can be tested for relevance. 

Disadvantages: an excessively abstract question may never enter the body of the plot. “What is 

freedom?” needs a person, constraint, desire and cost. 

Try this. Write three versions of the question: one your protagonist would ask, one the opponent would 

ask, and one the novel’s ending leaves the reader asking. Their differences reveal where the drama lives. 

Technique 2. Build theme through desire, belief, need and change 

Character-arc theme begins in a discrepancy. The protagonist desires something concrete, interprets 

the world through a governing belief, and behaves in ways that protect that belief. The plot 

progressively exposes what the belief permits and what it costs. 

The belief need not be a neat falsehood. It may be a survival strategy that once worked: depend on no 

one; be useful and you will be safe; never reveal uncertainty; love means rescue. The mature 

version of this technique honours why the belief exists before asking the character to change it. 

In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth’s intelligence is real, not a flaw awaiting correction. The thematic 

arc tests the pleasure she takes in the speed and certainty of her judgement. Darcy’s judgement is 

also tested. Mutual recognition matters because neither character is merely the lesson assigned to 

the other. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: often beside or slightly ahead of the protagonist. The reader 

compares the character’s account with the consequences visible on the page. 

Tension made possible: recognition, shame, revision, relapse and the fear that insight will arrive 

too late. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
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Stories it often suits: coming-of-age, romance, recovery, quest, conversion, tragedy and intimate 

psychological fiction. 

Advantages: makes theme emotional and causal; lets abstract change become visible in action; 

gives the climax an internal as well as external stake. 

Disadvantages: formulaic “Lie versus Truth” arcs can oversimplify trauma, culture or moral 

conflict. A character may change behaviour without achieving perfect self-knowledge; may recognise 

truth but fail to act; or may choose a new value that remains costly. 

Technique 3. Give the counterargument to a fully alive character 

The opponent is not merely the person who blocks the protagonist’s goal. The opponent can be the 

character whose worldview best exposes the protagonist’s blind spot. A friend, lover, rival, parent, 

child or institution may embody a competing answer—and should possess evidence, desire, 

tenderness, humour and contradiction of their own. 

Truby’s character-web method is useful here. Instead of arranging “good” characters on one side and 

“bad” characters on the other, create a field of partial answers. One character protects freedom by 

refusing responsibility; another protects community by enforcing conformity; another serves justice 

through methods that reproduce harm. 

Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick allows Ahab to make his metaphysical case with terrible eloquence: 

“All visible objects, man, are but as pasteboard masks.” 

The novel does not avoid Ahab’s magnetism. His language recruits characters and readers into the 

grandeur of his interpretive violence. Starbuck’s caution, Ishmael’s curiosity, Queequeg’s embodied 

alternative and the whale’s radical unknowability keep the argument from belonging to one 

spokesman. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: distributed. The reader must compare partial truths rather than 

receive a hierarchy announced in advance. 

Tension made possible: ideological conflict, shifting allegiance, reluctant empathy and the 

danger that the protagonist’s opponent may be right about the central issue. 

Stories it often suits: ensemble fiction, family saga, political novels, courtroom and campus 

fiction, fantasy with competing cultures, and any novel tempted by didacticism. 

Advantages: complexity emerges naturally from people wanting incompatible goods; dialogue 

gains subtext; the climax can become a clash of values rather than a louder physical contest. 

Disadvantages: if characters correspond too neatly to positions, the cast becomes a panel 

discussion. Let each person contradict their declared philosophy under pressure. 

Technique 4. Let plot consequences carry the argument 

Theme through consequence asks the plot to test actions. The writer does not need to reward virtue 

or punish vice like an accounting system. Consequence means that choices alter relationships, 

knowledge, power, self-conception and future possibility. 

In Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Victor tells Walton: “Learn from me, if not by my precepts, at least 

by my example.” 
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The line sounds openly instructive, but the frame complicates its authority. Victor controls his 

account, repeatedly displaces responsibility and addresses a listener whose own ambition resembles 

his. The reader must decide what the “example” proves: the danger of knowledge, the danger of 

abandoned creation, the seduction of glory, the ethics of care, or the violence of refusing relation. 

The plot produces more meanings than Victor’s intended moral. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: causal. The reader learns what values mean by watching them 

survive, deform or fail in particular circumstances. 

Tension made possible: consequence, escalation, tragic inevitability and retrospective 

revaluation. 

Stories it often suits: thrillers, tragedies, speculative fiction, crime, family drama and any plot 

where choices reverberate. 

Advantages: “shows” without requiring silence about ideas; makes theme inseparable from story 

movement; keeps moral weight concrete. 

Disadvantages: contrived consequences become authorial punishment. If every dissenter 

conveniently suffers and every believer prospers, the plot is preaching through coincidence. 

Technique 5. Use a constellation of foils, doubles and subplots 

A foil need not be the protagonist’s opposite. It can be a near-version: the person who shares the 

same desire but chooses another method, the couple whose marriage previews a possible future, the 

sibling who adapts differently to the same parent, the subordinate who pays for a principle the hero 

can afford. 

Subplots are thematically powerful when they vary the central question. Middlemarch does not make 

one marriage stand for marriage. Dorothea and Casaubon, Lydgate and Rosamond, Fred and Mary 

create a comparative field of idealism, projection, money, work, vanity, sympathy and change. The 

reader’s thematic knowledge is relational: each story changes how the others are understood. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: broader than any one character’s. Parallel lives let the reader 

perceive a pattern across class, gender, generation or circumstance. 

Tension made possible: comparison, anticipation and counterfactual suspense—Is this what the 

protagonist will become? 

Stories it often suits: ensemble novels, social realism, family sagas, campus novels, multi-

generational and community narratives. 

Advantages: prevents a single exemplary character from carrying the whole argument; produces 

resonance; makes exceptions visible. 

Disadvantages: thematic neatness can flatten subplots into diagrams. Each subplot must have 

local stakes and surprise beyond its comparative function. 

Technique 6. Make the story world an argument 

Setting is thematically active when its spaces, rules, labour, technologies and exclusions make values 

material. A locked room distributes power. A company town converts livelihood into dependence. A 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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school’s euphemisms teach children what cannot be said. A drought changes the moral price of 

hospitality. 

Worldbuilding is not only for fantasy. Every novel constructs a world by deciding which work is 

visible, who can move freely, whose pain is recorded, what objects circulate and which institutions 

appear inevitable. 

In Never Let Me Go, Hailsham’s humane surfaces are not incidental atmosphere. They are the 

institution’s moral technology. A teacher recalls the promised future: “More scientific, efficient, yes. 

More cures for the old sicknesses. Very good. But a harsh, cruel world.” 

The system’s horror is intensified by care, art and good intentions because these offer limited 

recognition without freedom. The reader’s tension comes from understanding the institution more 

harshly than Kathy’s vocabulary initially permits. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: often systemic. The reader joins dispersed clues into an account of 

the whole. 

Tension made possible: complicity, discovery, restricted agency and the dread produced by 

normal routines. 

Stories it often suits: speculative fiction, dystopia, historical fiction, workplace and school novels, 

social realism, climate fiction, gothic and institutional satire. 

Advantages: theme becomes tangible; exposition can do double work; social forces exert pressure 

without a single villain explaining them. 

Disadvantages: a world built only to prove a thesis feels rigged. Include beneficiaries who are not 

caricatures, resisters with compromised motives, and rules that solve real problems while creating 

others. 

Technique 7. Build a motif or symbol web 

Choose a small family of images connected to the story’s values, then vary them. Water can cleanse, 

drown, divide, carry, reflect, withhold and return. Houses can shelter, display wealth, preserve 

memory, trap roles or decay around an absent owner. A motif becomes thematic through 

transformation and relation, not repetition alone. 

Dickens’s fog in Bleak House is meteorological, visual, syntactic and institutional. It delays 

movement, obscures connection and makes the Court of Chancery’s diffusion of responsibility 

physically imaginable. Yet the novel does not pause to decode “fog equals law”. The image works 

because it participates in setting, rhythm and causality. 

Toni Morrison’s Beloved opens: “124 was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom.” 

The house is address, character, memory chamber, historical remainder and contested family space. 

Haunting prevents the past from becoming background information. Theme is embodied in a world 

where history acts. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: associative. The reader notices recurrence before necessarily 

knowing how to interpret it. 
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Tension made possible: anticipation, uncanny return, recognition and the fear that a motif’s next 

appearance will alter its meaning. 

Stories it often suits: gothic, horror, lyric and literary fiction, memory narratives, short stories, 

novels organised by place. 

Advantages: creates unity without explanation; makes theme sensuous; rewards rereading. 

Disadvantages: fixed one-to-one symbols feel mechanical. Avoid explaining the symbol in dialogue 

after the reader has felt it. 

Technique 8. Use point of view to distribute thematic knowledge 

Point of view determines not only who knows the facts, but which values feel normal. A first-person 

narrator can make a compromised worldview intimate. Free indirect style can let social language 

infiltrate thought while irony remains available. Omniscience can connect lives and expose systems. 

Multiple viewpoints can deny any one voice final authority. 

N. K. Jemisin’s The Fifth Season begins: “Let’s start with the end of the world, why don’t we? Get it 

over with and move on to more interesting things.” 

The second person, withheld identity and catastrophic scale make thematic knowledge bodily and 

belated. Oppression is not presented only as a social topic; the novel’s grammar places estrangement, 

dissociation and recognition inside the reader’s experience. When separate narrative strands are 

reinterpreted, the reader’s knowledge of identity and history changes at once. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: determined by access, reliability, distance and the order of 

viewpoint revelation. 

Tension made possible: dramatic irony, unreliable self-knowledge, empathy across difference, 

delayed recognition and systemic overview. 

Stories it often suits: any genre, but especially novels in which theme depends on who is 

permitted to know, speak or be believed. 

Advantages: makes ethics inseparable from perception; can implicate the reader; supports genuine 

plurality. 

Disadvantages: a viewpoint chosen solely for a thematic trick may violate character truth. The 

revelation must deepen the person, not reduce them to a mechanism. 

Technique 9. Make form and chronology thematic 

Form tells the reader what kind of relation exists among events. A linear rise and fall can imply 

causality; a circular structure can suggest recurrence or entrapment; a frame can expose mediation; 

fragmentation can represent trauma, archive or contested memory; parallel timelines can make 

historical continuity visible. 

Colson Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad starts with a refusal that already contains a future: 

“The first time Caesar approached Cora about running north, she said no.” 
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By literalising the railroad and moving through states that embody different historical formations of 

racial violence, the novel refuses a simple journey from bondage to freedom. Its episodic geography 

becomes an argument: oppression mutates, modernises and recruits different moral vocabularies. 

Homegoing uses genealogical succession differently. No protagonist can remember the full causal 

chain; the reader becomes the bearer of connections lost within families. The structure creates 

historical irony and grief by giving the reader knowledge that individual descendants cannot possess. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: architectural. The reader understands meaning through 

placement, omission, repetition and sequence. 

Tension made possible: convergence, recurrence, historical echo, delayed connection and the 

suspense of formal completion. 

Stories it often suits: trauma narratives, historical and multigenerational fiction, mysteries, 

speculative journeys, polyphonic and experimental novels. 

Advantages: theme becomes part of the reading process; distant material can resonate without 

explanatory bridges; endings can reconfigure beginnings. 

Disadvantages: a visible design may call attention to its cleverness while characters lose urgency. 

Formal pattern must intensify, not replace, lived stakes. 

Technique 10. Use dialogue, silence and narratorial commentary with irony 

Explicit ideas are not forbidden. Characters think, argue, preach, joke, theorise and lie. The question 

is whether a speech is dramatically situated. Who wants what from this conversation? What makes 

the speaker unreliable, vulnerable or compromised? What can the listener refuse? What changes 

because the words were said? 

Ahab’s “pasteboard masks” speech works because it is action: self-revelation, recruitment and 

escalation. Scrooge’s language works because the plot returns it to him. Austen’s opening 

generalisation works because irony destabilises its authority. 

Silence can be equally thematic. What a family cannot name may organise every scene. Euphemism 

can show how institutions manage conscience. Repeated jokes can police belonging. Narratorial 

commentary can broaden the frame, but its authority should be earned through voice, wit, 

knowledge or acknowledged limitation. 

Reader’s state of knowledge: double. The reader hears the stated proposition and 

simultaneously interprets motive, context and contradiction. 

Tension made possible: subtext, exposure, persuasion, misrecognition and the risk of saying 

what cannot be unsaid. 

Stories it often suits: novels of manners, political and philosophical fiction, courtroom and 

campus novels, satire, family drama. 

Advantages: permits intellectual pleasure; makes worldview audible; can sharpen conflict 

efficiently. 

Disadvantages: dialogue becomes didactic when characters say what the author wants published 

rather than what they would risk saying now. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Technique 11. Let the ending interpret without exhausting 

Endings exert disproportionate thematic force. The final choice, image, voice or value change tells 

the reader how to weigh what came before. A closed ending can affirm a proposition; a tragic ending 

can reveal the cost of failed recognition; an ambiguous ending can preserve incompatible truths; a 

circular ending can transform a repeated image. 

An ending need not answer the thematic question in words. It should create a final relation among 

desire, value and consequence. Ask not only What happens? but What does this outcome make the 

opening mean now? 

Reader’s state of knowledge: retrospective. The ending selects, reframes or destabilises the 

patterns the reader has been assembling. 

Tension made possible: the anticipation of judgement, sacrifice, recognition, return or residue. 

Stories it often suits: all stories; the degree of closure should match the novel’s epistemology and 

genre promise. 

Advantages: creates resonance; can unify disparate strands; gives readers a final image to think 

through rather than a summary to remember. 

Disadvantages: an epilogue that explains the theme can drain the power of a climax that already 

embodied it. Conversely, fashionable ambiguity can feel evasive if the plot’s concrete questions 

remain unanswered. 

Four extended examples: how thematic methods combine 

Jane Austen: irony, mutual correction and the social field 

The opening of Pride and Prejudice gives the reader a social proposition in the voice of consensus. 

The plot then distributes marriage across a spectrum: Charlotte Lucas makes a prudent 

accommodation; Lydia pursues appetite without foresight; Jane and Bingley are generous but 

vulnerable to persuasion; Elizabeth and Darcy must revise perception, pride and prejudice. 

The theme is not “marry for love” in isolation. Love in this novel requires economic reality, accurate 

judgement, respect and a willingness to change. Austen avoids didacticism through comic 

counterexample, free indirect irony, mutual fallibility and a network of marriages. No 

single speech carries the case. The reader knows some social facts before Elizabeth, shares some of 

her errors, and is repeatedly invited to revise the meaning of earlier scenes. 

The tension is both romantic and epistemological: not only Will they marry? but Can they know one 

another—and themselves—well enough for the marriage to mean what they hope? 

Charles Dickens: motif, conversion and institutional consequence 

In A Christmas Carol, the conversion structure is overt. Dickens risks sentiment and direct moral 

appeal, but he dramatises abstract social language. Ignorance and Want become visible; past, 

present and future turn economic attitudes into human relation; the future provides consequence 

without claiming inevitability. 
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In Bleak House, the method is more distributed. Chancery is not merely condemned by a 

spokesman. Fog, delay, documents, disease, inheritance and intersecting plots show how an 

institution makes responsibility hard to locate. The reader holds connections that characters and 

courts do not. Systemic theme therefore creates investigative tension: who is connected, who benefits 

from obscurity, and how does institutional language transform suffering into procedure? 

Dickens can be rhetorically forceful because his thematic architecture is also sensuous, comic, 

populated and causal. The lesson for a contemporary novelist is not to imitate his narrator’s volume, 

but to give conviction several formal supports. 

Toni Morrison: haunting, rememory and the limits of possession 

In Beloved, slavery is not safely past. It persists in bodies, language, motherhood, property, desire, 

community and the house at 124. The novel’s fragmented chronology refuses a clean before-and-

after; information arrives through voices that remember, resist and reshape. 

The thematic questions are not reducible to a maxim. What can maternal love become under a 

system of ownership? What does freedom mean after the self has been treated as property? Can 

memory be survived privately, or must it become communal? Morrison protects these questions 

from abstraction by making history intimate and the supernatural material. 

The reader’s state of knowledge is ethically unsettled. A decisive act may be known before its full 

context is understood; judgement must be revised as voice, memory and circumstance deepen. That 

temporal design creates moral tension without asking the reader to suspend moral seriousness. 

Kazuo Ishiguro: euphemism, restraint and belated moral naming 

Never Let Me Go demonstrates how understatement can carry theme. Kathy does not narrate like a 

rebel delivering an indictment. Her calm recollection, institutional vocabulary and attention to 

friendship create a world in which the intolerable has been normalised. 

The reader gradually learns the literal facts, but the deeper tension concerns interpretation. What 

have “care”, “donation”, “completion”, education and art been made to mean? The novel’s restraint 

does not imply neutrality. It makes the reader perform the moral naming that the culture inside the 

story avoids. 

This technique especially suits stories of normalised harm, complicity and adaptation. Its danger is 

emotional anaesthesia: if every signal is muted, the reader may not feel enough pressure to 

reinterpret. Ishiguro avoids that danger through precise attachments and losses. The ethical system 

matters because Kathy, Ruth and Tommy matter beyond the system’s use for them. 

How to avoid didacticism 

Didacticism is not the presence of ideas, politics, ethics or conviction. It is a failure of dramatic 

freedom: the work prevents its own proposition from being genuinely tested, restricts characters to 

approved conclusions, and substitutes authorial certainty for lived consequence. 

A passionate novel can be non-didactic. A quiet novel can preach. Tone is not the test; dramatic 

openness is. 
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1. Dramatise a dilemma, not a conclusion 

A conclusion generates examples. A dilemma generates choices. If the author already knows which 

character is wholly right, which evidence counts and how the ending will reward obedience, the story 

has little room to discover. 

Strengthen the dilemma by making the rejected value real. If truth is the preferred value, show what 

truthful disclosure destroys. If freedom is preferred, show who becomes unsafe when obligation is 

refused. If community is preferred, show the person whom community excludes. 

2. Give the strongest opposing case its best evidence 

Do not assign the counterargument to the least intelligent, most cruel or least attractive person in the 

book. Give it history, competence and a moment when it protects something valuable. A reader trusts 

an argument more when the book has risked losing it. 

This does not require false equivalence. A novel about enslavement need not treat freedom and 

ownership as equally moral positions. It can, however, distinguish among the justifications, 

accommodations, resistances, dependencies and risks through which a violent system persists. 

3. Let characters exceed their thematic function 

Every major character should want something that cannot be described solely in thematic terms. 

They should have appetite, humour, work, embarrassment, habits, loyalties and private 

contradictions. The “voice of justice” may also envy a sibling. The “traditionalist” may be the best 

carer in the family. The “rebel” may crave approval. 

Character surplus is an antidote to allegorical thinness. Even in formal allegory, local desire gives the 

conceptual design life. 

4. Replace thesis dialogue with tactical dialogue 

Before a character states an idea, ask what they are trying to make the other person do now: forgive, 

submit, stay, confess, admire, retreat, pay, protect, conceal. Let the proposition be bent by that tactic. 

If a speech can be moved unchanged to another chapter or speaker, it is probably an essay fragment. 

If interruption, status, fear and desire change its form, it belongs to the scene. 

5. Make consequence complex, not punitive 

Authorial punishment is easy to detect. The sceptic dies conveniently; the faithful character receives 

love and money; the politically approved choice has no collateral cost. Dramatic consequence is more 

exact. A wise decision may arrive too late. A generous act may help one person and expose another. A 

compromised institution may still contain people who care. 

Complexity does not mean randomness. The consequence should grow from the action and the 

world, but it need not function as a moral prize. 
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6. Distribute insight 

Do not give every perceptive line to the protagonist or the character closest to the author. Let a comic 

figure notice the central hypocrisy. Let an antagonist name the protagonist’s real wound. Let a child 

misunderstand the facts but perceive the emotional truth. Let the narrator remain eloquent and 

wrong. 

Distributed insight prevents moral hierarchy from mapping too neatly onto narrative importance. 

7. Use motif with variation, not a symbolic highlighter 

If the river signifies freedom, do not make every appearance liberating. Let it also divide, conceal, 

carry contamination or become impassable. Variation makes the reader interpret; repetition without 

variation merely reminds. 

Delete at least one sentence that explains each major symbol. Then reread. If the image still works, 

trust it. If it does not, add dramatic context rather than a translation. 

8. Protect negative capability 

Some conflicts should remain unresolved because the values are genuinely incommensurable or the 

available knowledge is incomplete. The writer can be precise about uncertainty. Name what cannot 

be known, who benefits from the uncertainty, and what decision must still be made. 

Ambiguity becomes evasive when it withholds judgement from cruelty merely to appear 

sophisticated. It becomes powerful when it preserves the difficulty of competing goods, partial 

evidence or irreversible loss. 

9. Let the ending leave residue 

After the plot resolves, preserve one detail that the resolution cannot absorb: a damaged 

relationship, an institutional continuity, an unanswered question, a recurring object in altered form. 

Residue keeps meaning alive beyond the verdict. 

Avoid the final paragraph that explains what the protagonist has learned unless the voice itself is the 

point—and even then, allow irony, limitation or cost to remain visible. 

10. Revise for pressure in both directions 

Map every major scene according to which answer it appears to support. If the manuscript produces 

ten units of evidence for the preferred proposition and one weak objection, rebalance it. The climax 

will feel stronger, not weaker, when the opposing force has earned credibility. 

The 51–49 test. Truby’s analysis of Doubt praises moral conflict that comes close to an unstable balance. 

You need not make every ethical issue evenly divided, but the decisive choice should cost enough that 

another serious person could hesitate. 

A quick didacticism diagnostic 

Answer these questions without defending the draft: 

•  Can the reader identify which character the author despises before that character has acted?  

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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•  Does the protagonist ever receive evidence that genuinely threatens the preferred worldview? 

•  Are dissenting characters allowed intelligence, tenderness or success? 

•  Does a character deliver information or philosophy in language no one in that scene would naturally 

use? 

•  Do consequences follow causally, or do they look like rewards and punishments? 

•  Does the same idea appear in dialogue, symbolism and narration without new variation? 

•  Does the climax require a difficult choice, or merely a declaration of the lesson? 

•  Does the ending close the plot while leaving some moral or emotional remainder?  

Three or more uncomfortable “yes” answers do not prove failure. They identify where the theme may 

need more dramatic resistance. 

Matching technique to the kind of story 

There are always exceptions. The purpose of matching is not to police genre but to identify which 

thematic instrument naturally works with the story’s scale, knowledge structure and source of 

tension. 

Romance and relationship fiction. Strong matches: mutual misrecognition, foil couples, recurring 

gestures or objects, costly choice, changed interpretation of earlier scenes. Reader knowledge often moves 

beside both lovers or alternates between them. Main risk: treating one partner as the lesson and the other 

as the fully developed person. 

Mystery and crime. Strong matches: thematic question paired with factual investigation, compromised 

institutions, repeated evidence with altered meaning, justice versus legality, guilt versus responsibility. 

Reader knowledge can move from factual solution to moral residue. Main risk: solving the crime as if it 

automatically solved the ethical problem. 

Thriller. Strong matches: value turns under pressure, moral choice with time cost, opponent as 

ideological mirror, institutional theme embodied in procedure. Reader knowledge is often ahead on danger 

and behind on system. Main risk: speeches that halt urgency instead of becoming tactical action. 

Historical fiction. Strong matches: dramatic irony, archival gaps, multiple social positions, objects 

whose meanings change across time, private choice under public constraint. Reader knowledge may exceed 

the character’s historically available concepts. Main risk: giving characters contemporary moral vocabulary 

solely to reassure the reader. 

Fantasy and science fiction. Strong matches: story world as argument, literalised metaphor, competing 

cultures, symbolic systems, nonhuman viewpoint, long causal scale. Reader knowledge grows through rule 

discovery. Main risk: building a world whose laws exist only to prove the author’s thesis. 

Horror and gothic. Strong matches: haunting, return, body and house motifs, repressed knowledge, 

unreliable perception, inherited harm. Reader knowledge oscillates between explanation and dread. Main 

risk: explaining the monster so completely that thematic and emotional ambiguity disappear. 

Family saga and multigenerational fiction. Strong matches: foil generations, repeated situations, 

inherited objects, names and silences, consequences beyond memory. The reader often knows the 

genealogy better than the characters. Main risk: making descendants repeat a pattern so neatly that 

historical circumstance loses force. 

Social and political novel. Strong matches: distributed viewpoint, institution as world, plot 

consequences, polyphony, rival forms of collective action. Reader knowledge becomes systemic. Main risk: 

representative characters speaking for groups rather than living as individuals. 
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Literary and experimental fiction. Strong matches: form as theme, ambiguity, motif, syntax, gaps, 

recursive or fragmented structure, narratorial unreliability. Reader knowledge is interpretive and 

provisional. Main risk: confusing opacity with complexity or formal cleverness with consequence. 

Comic and satirical fiction. Strong matches: irony, mismatch between declared and practised values, 

escalating social logic, caricature balanced by precise observation. Reader knowledge is often ahead of the 

target. Main risk: contempt flattening every character, including those harmed by the system being 

mocked. 

A thematic revision workshop 

Theme often emerges during drafting and becomes deliberate during revision. The following 

sequence respects discovery while giving the second or third draft a rigorous structure. 

Step 1. Name the evidence before naming the theme 

List ten elements that recur without trying to interpret them: decisions, images, settings, conflicts, 

kinds of loss, repeated words, parallel relationships. Circle the three with the greatest emotional 

charge. The draft may already know more than the outline did. 

Step 2. Write the question in concrete form 

Complete: When a person who wants ___ is forced to ___, what happens to ___? Then 

rewrite the question so that it cannot be answered by “always” or “never”. 

Weak: Is ambition good or bad? 

Stronger: When professional ambition offers a woman the independence her family denied her, 

what obligations may she refuse—and which refusals repeat the family’s harm? 

Step 3. Write three rival propositions 

Draft the protagonist’s answer, the strongest opponent’s answer and the answer implied by the 

ending. If all three are identical, the manuscript may lack pressure. If the ending’s answer is simply 

the protagonist’s opening belief, identify what has nevertheless changed. 

Step 4. Map the value turns 

For each major scene, name the value at the beginning and the value at the end: trust/suspicion, 

belonging/exclusion, agency/dependence, visibility/erasure, truth/self-protection. Use McKee’s 

scene-turn question selectively. Quiet fiction may turn perception rather than circumstance. 

Step 5. Audit the character web 

For every major character, write: 

•  what they believe about the thematic question; 

•  what experience made that belief rational; 

•  what the belief protects; 

•  whom it harms; 
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•  the moment they contradict it; 

•  what they can see that the protagonist cannot. 

Any character with only one interesting answer needs another dimension. 

Step 6. Audit the reader’s knowledge 

At the end of each act or major movement, complete two sentences: 

1. The reader now knows that… 

2. The reader now interprets ___ differently because… 

If only the first sentence changes, plot revelation may be outpacing thematic development. If only the 

second changes, the novel may need firmer external movement. 

Step 7. Track motif variation 

List each appearance of the two main motifs. Beside each, note literal function, emotional charge, 

viewpoint and change from the previous appearance. Cut repetitions that do no new work. Add 

contrast where the motif has become a fixed code. 

Step 8. Rewrite one scene from the counterposition 

Choose the scene in which the novel most confidently proves its preferred idea. Rewrite it privately 

so that the opposing character is more perceptive, the protagonist pays a cost, or the same evidence 

supports another reading. You may restore the original scene, but the exercise will reveal suppressed 

complexity. 

Step 9. Test the climax as choice 

What exactly can the protagonist preserve, and what must be surrendered? If the correct choice costs 

nothing, increase the cost or strengthen the rejected good. If the choice is impossible because the 

system permits no agency, identify the meaningful action still available: witness, refusal, solidarity, 

truth-telling, escape or the protection of another. 

Step 10. Read the ending backwards 

Identify the final value, image and relationship. Then find their first appearances. Does the ending 

transform them or merely repeat them? Remove any concluding explanation that says less 

powerfully what the image and action already show. 

Step 11. Conduct the “stranger reader” test 

Ask a trusted reader three separate questions: 

•  What questions did the novel keep asking? 

•  Which character made the strongest case against the protagonist? 

•  What changed in your interpretation, not just your information? 

Do not ask “Did you understand the theme?” That phrasing invites the reader to guess the approved 

answer. 
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Compact comparison guide 

Thematic proposition / controlling idea — Reader knows: the central value pattern relatively early 

or by the climax. Tension: will the proposition survive its tests? Often suits: classical arcs, tragedy, 

commercial fiction. Advantages: coherence and causal clarity. Disadvantages: confirmation bias and 

overly tidy moral bookkeeping. 

Thematic question — Reader knows: what is at stake but not which answer will endure. Tension: 

inquiry, choice and reinterpretation. Often suits: literary, domestic, philosophical and psychological 

fiction. Advantages: curiosity and complexity. Disadvantages: can become vague without concrete 

consequence. 

Character-arc theme — Reader knows: through the gap between a character’s belief and experience. 

Tension: recognition, resistance and change. Often suits: romance, coming-of-age, recovery, tragedy. 

Advantages: emotional embodiment. Disadvantages: binary “Lie/Truth” formula or implausibly 

complete transformation. 

Dialectical or polyphonic theme — Reader knows: by comparing rival voices and lives. Tension: 

allegiance, ideological conflict, partial truth. Often suits: ensemble, political and social novels. 

Advantages: resists sermons. Disadvantages: position-characters and diffuse focus. 

Consequence-driven theme — Reader knows: through what choices cause. Tension: escalation, 

sacrifice and tragic inevitability. Often suits: thrillers, crime, speculative fiction and family drama. 

Advantages: theme stays dramatic. Disadvantages: contrived punishment or reward. 

Motif and symbol web — Reader knows: associatively, often before consciously interpreting. 

Tension: recurrence and altered meaning. Often suits: gothic, lyric, modernist and memory fiction. 

Advantages: sensory unity and rereading value. Disadvantages: obvious codes and symbolic over-

emphasis. 

Story-world theme — Reader knows: by discovering rules, spaces, labour and exclusions. Tension: 

complicity, restricted agency and systemic dread. Often suits: fantasy, science fiction, historical and 

institutional fiction. Advantages: makes abstractions material. Disadvantages: rigged worldbuilding 

and loss of individual agency. 

Formal or chronological theme — Reader knows: through sequence, gaps, parallels and frames. 

Tension: convergence, historical echo and delayed connection. Often suits: multigenerational, trauma, 

mystery and experimental fiction. Advantages: reading process becomes meaningful. Disadvantages: 

design can eclipse life. 

Narratorial commentary and irony — Reader knows: through the gap between statement, context 

and authority. Tension: double meaning, exposure and judgement. Often suits: novels of manners, 

satire and social fiction. Advantages: intellectual wit and range. Disadvantages: authorial superiority or 

over-explanation. 

Ambiguous or residual theme — Reader knows: the exact shape of the difficulty without receiving a 

final verdict. Tension: incompatible goods, uncertain evidence, moral remainder. Often suits: literary, 

historical and postwar fiction. Advantages: honours complexity. Disadvantages: evasion disguised as 

sophistication. 
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A final principle 

Theme is strongest when the reader cannot remove it from the story without breaking the story’s 

causes, relationships, images and form. It should not sit above the characters like an instruction. It 

should pass through them as pressure. 

Begin with a question worth living inside. Give the counteranswer intelligence. Make choices cost 

something. Let images change. Let the reader know more, less and differently at carefully chosen 

moments. Resolve the plot as fully as the genre requires, but leave enough residue for thought to 

continue after the last page. 

The opposite of didacticism is not meaninglessness. It is dramatic freedom: a novel 

confident enough in its deepest concerns to let characters resist them, circumstances 

complicate them, and readers complete them. 

Further reading and linked texts 

The two central craft books 

•  K. M. Weiland, Writing Your Story’s Theme: The Writer’s Guide to Plotting Stories That 

Matter 

•  Weiland’s official book-launch page and overview 

•  John Truby, The Anatomy of Story: 22 Steps to Becoming a Master Storyteller 

•  Truby Writers Studio’s official book page 

Valuable companion craft sources 

•  Robert McKee, Story 

•  McKee on controlling idea 

•  McKee on value turns in scenes 

•  McKee on didacticism and meaning 

•  John Truby on moral argument, balance, plot and character in Doubt 

Classic texts quoted or discussed 

•  Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  Charles Dickens, Bleak House — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  George Eliot, Middlemarch — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  Mary Shelley, Frankenstein — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  Herman Melville, Moby-Dick — full Project Gutenberg text 

•  The British Library on consciousness, form and theme in Mrs Dalloway 
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Contemporary novels and authorised publisher resources 

•  Toni Morrison, Beloved — Penguin Random House 

•  Kazuo Ishiguro, Never Let Me Go — Faber study guide with authorised extracts 

•  N. K. Jemisin, The Fifth Season — Orbit 

•  Colson Whitehead, The Underground Railroad — authorised Penguin Random House excerpt 

•  Yaa Gyasi, Homegoing — Penguin Random House 

•  Tommy Orange, There There — Penguin Random House 

•  Kazuo Ishiguro, Klara and the Sun — Penguin Random House 

Copyright note: quotations from contemporary works and craft books are deliberately brief and are included for criticism 

and craft analysis. Public-domain texts are linked to complete editions where available. Hyperlinks were checked during 

preparation; publishers may later change their page structures. 
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