
Writing About Literature  

Using Literary Elements 
 

Choose a relatively narrow topic. One starting point is to consider the following elements: 
 

Plot 
The sequence of action, is the easiest element to understand. Central to any plot is conflict between the main character 
(the protagonist) and the natural world, or conflict between the protagonist and other people, or conflict within the 
protagonist. Conflict within the protagonist is sometimes called tension.  
 

You may choose to examine a specific work either on the basis of some central conflict or in terms of those inner tensions that 
propel the characters toward their destinies. When the tensions that energize the story are finally brought to a resolution, the 
reader sees the world, or at least some aspect of it, in a new light. Through an analysis of conflict or tension, perhaps you may 
help show how this revelation has been brought about. 
 

Character 
The people in the story frequently make an effective topic. If the author, is seriously trying to depict life, the characters, like 
real people, may have good and bad points, they may think and act differently, or they may have values different from ours.  
You might discuss whether the character represents all of us, some of us, or is one of a kind. 
 

Example: In And the Rock Cried Out, Ray Bradbury's main characters exemplify upper-class Americans and their 
actions when traveling in "developing" or poor countries. 
 

Example: Displaying unique characters - dealing with unique situations - would describe Huck in Mark Twain's 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. 
 

Theme  
Theme is the unifying element in a work, the author's view of some truth about life. In serious fiction, theme is the author's 
reason for writing the story. The author writes to reveal some aspect of the human condition. Since the author does not state 
the theme explicitly but lets it unfold through the other elements and their relationships to each other, you must discover the 
theme.  You may do this by reading closely, paying careful attention to details, and noting the following tips: 
 

1. Check the title for a clue. 

2. Check the major conflict and its outcome 

3. If there is a change in the protagonist, check this change and the motivation for it.  

4. Examine any symbols that are dominant in the work. 
 

Remember that the theme must explain all the major incidents in the work. If your version explains some of them, you probably 
have only a sub-theme. And no incident can contradict the theme. If one does, your analysis of the theme is wrong. Once, you 
have discovered the theme, many topics for an essay emerge. 
 

Setting 
Setting may also provide subject matter for this essay. The time, the place, and the atmosphere can determine a character's 
action in a particular situation. For example, the deteriorating old house, isolated and austere, illuminated only by flashes of 
lightning, sets the tone for Poe's "The Fall of the House of Usher." 
 

Sometimes the setting influences a character's actions, In "Defender of the Faith," Nathan Marx's reactions to a fellow Jew 
exploiting him were certainly affected by the setting. Marx "feared he had acquired an infantryman's heart" and therefore was 
no longer moved by the suffering of others. He had just returned from Nazi Germany and had seen the prison camps and 
ovens where six million Jews had been systematically and efficiently killed. Surely the time and his past experiences affected 
Marx's actions. 
 

 
 
 



Point of View 
The point of view the author uses may also provide good subject matter for a critical essay.  If the author tells the story 
himself or herself, you can believe that the story illustrates the truth as the author sees it. However, when the author 
uses a character to tell the story, this narrator will reflect the happenings as the narrator sees them. 
 
Analyzing point of view can reveal previously hidden approaches to the author's purpose. You may find the narrator 
misinformed, prejudiced, or dense; from the discovery, you gain insight into the writer's purpose. Example: Imagine 
"Cinderella" as told by the cruel stepmother or "Little Red Riding Hood" as narrated by the wolf You would ask, why did the 
author create a narrator like this? 
 

Tone 
Tone is an important element because it creates style and influences meaning. Except for news writing, in which writers 
strive to eliminate attitude and stick only to the facts, tone is the expression of the writer's feelings and opinions about the 
subject and toward the audience. To read well, you must interpret the writer's tone; to write well you must project a 
convincing and consistent tone of your own. 
 

Since the critical essay is so personal a creation, the writer's personality forms its groundwork. Tone expresses how the 
author feels at this time, under those circumstances, with this audience, about this subject. There is almost no end to the 
varieties of tone; formal or casual, sentimental or satiric, comic or serious. Possibilities are endless!!  Tone is achieved in 
many ways: 
 

1. Through choice of topic 
2. Word Choice 
3. Sentence Structure 
4. Use Of Figurative Language 
5. Organization and order of materials 
6. A combination of all these 

 
Symbolism  
This also makes a fine subject for the analysis of a critical essay.  In brief, symbols are words, objects, or events within a literary 
work that stand for something else - as well as for what they are. That something else that the symbol signifies is usually an 
abstraction, such as truth, love, beauty, honor; or it might just as easily be greed, corruption, ruthlessness, or moral 
disintegration. But keep in mind that the symbolic word, object, or event is not something tacked on to the story. It is, first of 
all, a concrete element within the story; yet it is so placed or utilized as to take on another meaning or identity. Thus, an oak 
tree in a poem or story is, first of all, an oak tree; the author of the poem or story, however, may strongly suggest to the reader 
that the oak tree does indeed represent something else - perhaps an abstraction such as steadfastness, moral strength, or 
stubborn endurance. 
 

However, the symbolic relationship established in a work may not be that simple. For example, one symbolic detail, let us say 
snow, may suggest not just a single meaning but a whole cluster of meanings: innocence, purity, or freshness. In a different 
story, snow may signify ambiguity, blurred moral vision, or a mind gone blank. When you discuss symbolism, you must pay 
close attention to all of the clues that the author gives you. Then, be prepared to defend your interpretation on the basis of 
what is to be found in the story itself 
 

Irony 
Dramatic irony refers to those situations in which the reader refers to those situations in which the reader or viewer is aware of 
something that is, at the time, unknown to the character. Example: In Sophocles’ great tragedy Oedipus the King, Oedipus vows 
to find the villain who has brought a plague upon Thebes, but the viewer or reader already knows that Oedipus himself is the 
evil-doer he has sworn to apprehend. Irony may range from gentle, good-humored chiding to bitter denunciation. 
We may be used to verbal irony which refers to the meaning that may be the opposite of what the words are saying. 
 

Example: When the husband is sick from a late night out, his wife says, "Darling, you look wonderful," the words 
are going one way and the meaning is going another. 
 
 


