FOGBOTTOM LEARN - WRITING & STORYTELLING

WHAT YOUR STORY IS REALLY
ABOUT

Developing theme without making the characters give a lecture

Published 1 November 2026 - 11 min read

Read online: fogbottom.com/learn/what-your-story-is-really-about/

A novel can be about a disputed photograph and also about who gets to decide what a family

remembers.
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It can be about a long journey and also about the difference between leaving a place and
becoming free of it. It can involve a stolen necklace while quietly examining the unpleasant

discovery that being right does not always make a person kind.

These deeper concerns are often described as theme. They emerge through patterns of action,
attention, conflict and consequence. You do not have to announce them on the first page, and

your characters do not need to meet every Thursday to discuss the book's central message.

A story gives readers people and situations to experience. Theme develops through what those
experiences invite us to consider. The useful question is how to make that consideration part of

the fiction rather than a speech placed in its path.
DISTINGUISH A SUBJECT FROM A QUESTION

Words such as family, ambition, loyalty and belonging name broad subjects. They can help

identify an interest, but they do not yet explain what your particular story explores.

A thematic question gives the subject tension. When does loyalty become concealment? What
does a person owe a family that refuses to acknowledge them? Can ambition serve a community

and still be selfish?

You do not need a question with a simple answer. A strong inquiry can remain complicated

throughout the book.

Suppose Nadia restores photographs. A client asks her to remove his estranged son from a
family picture before giving it to his granddaughter. The practical task concerns an image. The

developing story might ask who has the right to reshape a shared past.

That question suggests conflict, relationships and choices. It does not tell you in advance exactly

what Nadia must do or what every reader should conclude.

Use the question to investigate possibilities, not to close them down before the people have

arrived.

BEGIN WITH WHAT THE CHARACTERS WANT
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Nadia wants to complete the commission and be paid. The client wants a gift that presents the
family as he prefers to remember it. His granddaughter may want access to a history nobody has

explained to her.

These wants place different pressures on the same photograph. They allow the thematic

question to become an event rather than a topic under discussion.

If Nadia immediately delivers a perfect explanation of why removing the son would be wrong,
there may be little story left. Let her have something to negotiate. She might normally treat

restoration as a technical service and avoid asking what clients intend.

Now the commission challenges a working habit as well as a belief. Refusing it has a cost.

Accepting it also has consequences.

Ask what a character needs to do before asking what they represent. A person pursuing a
particular outcome will usually give you richer material than a figure assigned to stand for

Honesty and wear sensible shoes.
LET BELIEFS APPEAR IN METHODS
A character's belief becomes visible through how they attempt something.

The client may insist that removing the son is no different from repairing a tear. To him, the
desired picture restores the family to its proper form. Nadia may initially distinguish technical

alteration from responsibility for its use.

These positions can appear in instructions, hesitations and decisions. You do not have to

summarize each person's philosophy before the work begins.

Watch for the difference between a stated belief and an operating one. Nadia may say everyone
deserves the truth while avoiding an uncomfortable conversation in her own life. That

contradiction can make the theme more interesting rather than invalidate it.

Beliefs can change under pressure. They can also become more rigid. Let the development grow

from experience, not from the author's need to move a character into the correct column.
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A thematic concern gains substance when it affects what people do, what they permit and what

they refuse to notice.
GIVE DIFFERENT PEOPLE CREDIBLE POSITIONS
A story can examine a question through several people without making them a debate panel.

The client may have a painful history he is not ready to explain. The granddaughter may resent
being protected from information she considers hers. Nadia may worry about turning a private

commission into a personal intervention.

Give each position its particular stakes. The client is not merely the person assigned to be
wrong. The granddaughter is not automatically wise because she asks the question the book

cares about.

You can still judge actions. Complexity does not require pretending that every choice has equal

effects or moral weight. It means allowing people enough reality that the consequences matter.

Ask what each person understands that another overlooks. The client may recognize a danger
the granddaughter has not considered. She may recognize the cost of silence that he has refused

to see.

The theme develops through their contact, not through a competition to deliver the most

quotable opinion.
FOLLOW CONSEQUENCES BEYOND THE FIRST DECISION

Theme often becomes clearer when an apparently defensible choice produces an uncomfortable

result.

Nadia may agree to alter the photograph because it belongs to the client. Later, the
granddaughter sees an earlier version and assumes the missing person died. Nadia now has to

decide whether to correct that assumption.

The second decision complicates the first. A policy of staying neutral no longer feels as simple as

it did when the task was only pixels and paper.
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You do not need to punish every mistaken choice. Mechanical rewards and punishments can
make a story feel designed to prove a lesson. Follow plausible effects and allow them to create

new questions.

A generous act may have a difficult consequence. A selfish act may succeed practically while
damaging a relationship. These combinations give readers something to consider beyond

identifying approved behaviour.

Ask what the outcome reveals about the character's method and the situation, rather than what

moral label should be attached to it.
LOOK FOR PATTERNS THAT CHANGE
A thematic pattern is more useful when each return develops the concern.

Perhaps the book begins with Nadia removing a distracting object from a portrait. Later, she

removes a person. Finally, she is asked to restore someone a family has tried to forget.

The repeated activity changes in significance. Readers can feel the connection without being

told three times that photographs resemble memory.

Relationships and decisions can create patterns too. Several characters might conceal
information for different reasons: kindness, fear, pride or convenience. The variations prevent

the theme from becoming a single example repeated in new clothes.

During revision, mark moments that touch the central question. Do they deepen it, complicate

it or merely state it again?

You may discover that a small scene carries more thematic force than an ambitious
conversation. A person quietly returning an unaltered copy can say something through action

that would become heavy if explained in a paragraph afterwards.
USE OBJECTS WITHOUT MAKING THEM DO ALL THE WORK

An object can gain symbolic meaning through its role in the story. The photograph may come to

suggest control, absence, inheritance or the limits of repair.
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You do not have to decide that meaning before drafting. It can emerge as the object participates

in different encounters.

Keep the object materially present. Someone has to carry it, store it, pay for the work or decide

where it will hang. These practical relationships help the symbolic possibilities feel earned.

Avoid pointing at every appearance with an explanatory sentence. If the photograph repeatedly

changes what people can acknowledge, readers have evidence to interpret.

Equally, do not force every chipped cup and passing bird into the same symbolic arrangement. A

world becomes cramped when all its contents are employed by the theme.

Let some details provide texture, pleasure or ordinary life. A meaningful object often benefits

from being surrounded by things that are allowed simply to be themselves.
ALLOW THE STORY TO QUESTION ITS OWN FIRST ANSWER

An early draft may seem to say that honesty is always best. As you develop the scenes, you may

discover situations in which disclosure can be careless, controlling or incomplete.

That does not mean the book has lost its direction. It may be finding a more specific question:

what does responsible honesty require of the person telling the truth?

Nadia could disclose something accurately while ignoring whether she is the person entitled to
disclose it. Another character could use privacy as an excuse to control information that affects

someone else.
The tension between those possibilities gives the story room to think.

You do not need to resolve every philosophical difficulty. Avoid pretending a neat phrase solves

a conflict that the scenes have made difficult.

When the draft resists your original statement, investigate the resistance. The people and
consequences you have written may be showing you that the interesting version of the theme is

less tidy and more alive.

LET GENRE SHAPE HOW THE QUESTION ARRIVES
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Different narrative forms create different opportunities for thematic development.

A mystery about the photograph might connect the inquiry to who altered it and what the
alteration concealed. A family drama might concentrate on the relationship between the client
and granddaughter. A comic novel might explore the absurd administrative confidence with

which everyone claims authority over the past.
The concern can remain related while the reading experience changes.

Respect the pleasures the story offers. If readers have been following a mystery, a final essay
about memory cannot replace a meaningful resolution of the investigation. If the central

experience is a relationship, solving a technical puzzle may not satisfy the emotional question.

Theme can deepen genre rather than compete with it. Ask how the central dramatic work

carries the deeper concern, and where the two seem to be pulling apart.

You do not have to choose between an enjoyable story and something worth considering. The

craft liesin letting the enjoyment and the inquiry develop together.
RECOGNIZE WHEN A SPEECH IS DOING TOO MUCH

Characters can discuss ideas. Sometimes a difficult conversation belongs naturally to the story.

The question is whether the exchange remains an interaction between people with purposes.

If Nadia speaks for two pages while the client waits to supply the next prompt, the scene may

have become a delivery system for the author's conclusion.

Give the listener a position, reaction and ability to affect the conversation. They might

misunderstand, refuse, challenge a premise or bring up something Nadia has avoided.

Check whether a speech explains what the scene already demonstrates. If the client hasjust
destroyed the original photograph, readers may not need an immediate paragraph on his desire

to control the family's past.

Try removing the explanation in a saved copy and reread. Does meaning disappear, become

richer or merely require a little more trust in the reader?
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Direct statement can have force when used deliberately. It loses force when the story repeats it

because the author is afraid the actions have not been sufficiently educational.
MAKE THE ENDING ANSWER THROUGH AN OUTCOME
An ending can suggest a position without declaring a universal rule.

Nadia may return both versions of the photograph and explain what she changed. The
granddaughter may choose which one to keep. The client may refuse to discuss the absent son.

The outcome can show a shift in who controls the image while preserving unresolved pain.

Other endings would make different suggestions. Nadia might refuse the job at personal cost,
discover that the granddaughter wants the alteration or recognize that restoration cannot

supply the conversation the family needs.

Choose an outcome prepared by the story's choices and consequences. Do not add a final act

solely to make a thematic statement the previous chapters have not supported.

Then examine what remains open. Ambiguity can invite thought, but basic uncertainty about

what happened may obscure the intended inquiry.

A thematic ending gives readers something grounded to interpret. It does not have to send them

home with a sentence everyone can agree to put on a cushion.
TRY AQUESTION-AND-CHOICE EXERCISE

Write one thematic question for a story you are planning or revising. Keep it open enough to

produce more than an immediate yes or no.

Next, identify three decisions that approach it from different angles. For a story about loyalty,
one decision might protect a friend, another might conceal a friend's harmful act and a third

might require speaking against them.

Give each decision a practical cost and a particular person making it. Avoid selecting examples

solely because they illustrate an argument neatly.
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Write one scene without using the abstract words in the question. If the question concerns

trust, try the scene without the word "trust.” Let the behaviour carry the issue.

Afterwards, note what readers could infer and what remains unclear. You are not testing
whether they can name your theme exactly. You are testing whether the underlying concern

has become part of an experience rather than a topic pasted onto it.
FIND THE THEME THE DRAFT ALREADY CONTAINS

If you write by discovery, you may not know the thematic question until a substantial draft

exists. That is a workable process.

Look for repeated tensions, difficult choices, charged objects and scenes you care about more
than you can initially explain. Ask what connects them. You may find a concern running

beneath the plot you thought you were writing.

Use that discovery to strengthen relevant patterns and remove redundant explanation. It does

not require making every subplot repeat the same argument.

A trusted reader can tell you what questions stayed with them after finishing. Their
interpretation may differ from your wording while remaining well supported by the text. That

difference can be a sign of room for thought, not a failure of communication.

Nadia's photograph should remain a photograph: paper, light, damage, somebody missing at
the edge. Let the people decide what to do with it. The deeper meaning will have something

solid to stand on.

From Fogbottom: practical writing guidance and free creative software for independent authors. The original article, with any

updates, is at foghottom.com/learn/what-your-story-is-really-about/.
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