More Questions For Analyzing Fiction

Character
1. What are the character’s motivations, inner conflicts, and doubts?

2. Does the character change or learn anything in the course of the story?

3. Does the character relate to other characters (note how the character deals with intimacy, commitment, and responsibility)?

4. Does the character seem depressed, manic, abusive, fearful, egotistical, or paranoid? Look for another character who may represent the character’s alter ego—the “flip side” of the character’s personality.

5. What do you consider to be the character’s virtues and/or vices?

6. What influences your judgment of the character—something in the story (such as what the narrator or another character says), something you bring to the story (your views of right and wrong, based on your family upbringing or religious teaching), or something else?

7. Do any of the other characters have different moral values that could be compared and contrasted to the character’s values?

8. How does the character fit into and is defined by society—in terms of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, sexual orientation, age, or gender?

9. Who in the story exercises power over whom, what causes the difference in power, what its effects are, and whether the balance of power changes during the story?

Setting
1. How does the setting signal what is happening and whether it comments (possibly ironically) on the action?

2. How does the setting affect the mood—for example, how it heightens suspense or foreboding?

3. What are the cause-and-effect connections between the setting and what characters are thinking, doing, or feeling?

4. How does the historical period or cultural context in which the story is set affect what happens and does not happen and why?

5. How might the meaning be different if the historical time or cultural situation were different?

6. Assume that the setting is a projection of the thoughts and feelings of the narrator, what does the setting tell you about the narrator’s state of mind?

7. Assume that the setting symbolizes the social relations among characters in the story, what does the setting tell you about these relationships?

8. Assume that the setting stands for something outside the characters’ control (such as nature, God, or some aspect of society), what does the setting tell you about the pressures and rules under which the characters function?
Plot Structure
1. How is the story as a sequence of stages or steps leading somewhere? Mark where each new stage begins, and consider how the sequence could be understood.

2. Think of the story as having not only a main plot but also subplots that mirror, undercut, or comment in some way on the main plot. What are some of these subplots?

3. Think of the story as a series of images, more like a collage or a dream rather than a realistic portrayal of actual events.  Are there ways of understanding the arrangement of these images?

Point of View
1. Is the narrator a character in the story or an all-knowing, disembodied voice who knows what every character thinks, feels, and does?

2. Identify any important insights or ideas the narrator has.

3. How do factors such as the narrator’s gender, age, and ethnicity influence what he or she notices as important?

4. What is the narrator not able to see or what does the narrator distorts-for example, certain truths about himself or herself, about other characters, or about what happens in the story?

5. What is the narrator’s tone at various points in the story—for example, as satirical, celebratory, angry, bitter, or optimistic?

6. What is there about the narrator (or about the situation) that could account for each tone you identify?

7. What special agenda or motive may have led the narrator to this particular way of describing characters and scenes or telling the story?

8. How might your interpretation differ if the story were narrated from another character’s point of view or by an all-knowing voice?

Literary Motif or Theme
     1. How might this story be seen as a(n)


-Initiation (or coming-of-age or right-of-passage) 
story?
-A heroic quest (for love, truth, fame, fortune, salvation of oneself or the community)?
-A story about a character’s disillusionment or fall from innocence?
-A story about family or surrogate families?
-A story about storytelling (or some other art) or about becoming a writer or an artist?

     2. Are any of the following themes found in the story?
-The American Dream?

-Dynamics of Power?

-Social Construction of Femininity or Masculinity?

-Popular Culture?

-Race Relations?

-Alienation?

-Imagination?

