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What is a Theme? 

A story is made up of plot, character and theme. Theme is 
what ties character and plot together and makes a story into 
a unified whole. But what is theme? Plot is concerned with the 
external action that makes up the story. Characters are the 
people who are involved in this action. If you ask somebody 
what a movie is about, they will say something like: “It is 
about a boxer who...” or “It is about an archaeologist who is 
trying to...” In other words, they will say who is trying to 
achieve what in the story. Theme is what the story 
is really about. 

 
If you have ever read a story or seen a movie, and at the end 
of it felt that it lacked something – it had no ‘depth,’ and the 
actions of the heroes didn’t ultimately amount to anything, 
there is every chance that the story lacked theme. It wasn’t 
really about anything. We often don’t recognise the theme of 
a story, but we are often subconsciously aware if it is absent. 
There have been too many spectacular would-be blockbuster 
movies that turned out to be what Shakespeare referred to as 
“full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.” He also said that 
such a story was “told by an idiot,” and I am not going to argue 
with the Bard. Wells Root, in Writing the Script, says that 
such stories are ‘craftsmanship without conviction.’ 
 
Thomas H. Uzzell, in Narrative Technique, says “... theme 
means a positive declaration of some truth about life.” Theme 
is what gives the actions of the characters in the story 
meaning. Why are they doing these things? Why is achieving 
this goal important? Rocky is about an amateur boxer 
involved in the biggest fight of his life; but it is really about 
overcoming his lack of self-esteem. He needs to prove to 
himself that he is not a ‘tomato.’ In Raiders of the Lost 
Ark, Indiana Jones is trying to obtain a rare antique, the Ark 



  
 

of the Covenant, but what is really at stake is western 
democracy and freedom. The Ark is a supernatural weapon 
that the Nazis want to use to conquer their enemies. 
 
Alex Epstein, in Crafty Screenwriting, says: “Your main 
character, stakes, jeopardy, and obstacles give us reasons why 
we care about how the story turns out. The theme gives us a 
reason why we should care.” Thomas H. Uzzell, in his 
book The Techniques of the Novel, wrote: “The reader will 
attribute significance to a novel if the author makes him feel 
that something that is not being done ought to be done. If you 
tell a reader no more than he knows, he won’t feel moved to 
reform ... If, however, you show him an evil he hasn’t seen but 
recognises as true when he reads it, and if you dramatise it in 
your plot, you will rouse him to accept your theme. The drama 
must be the struggle of the man in the street with his 
oppressor.” The idea of the theme of a story being about a 
previously undiscovered injustice dates back to the time of 
Aristotle. 
 
Lajos Egri in The Art of Dramatic Writing, refers to theme as 
the ‘premise.’ Robert McKee, in his book Story, refers to it as 
the ‘controlling idea.’ John Truby, in Anatomy of Story, calls 
it the ‘moral argument.’ Stanley D. Williams wrote a whole 
book on the subject: The Moral Premise: Harnessing Virtue 
and Vice for Box Office Success. 

 
Theme is related to a hero’s motivation – the why behind their 
choice of actions – and at the heart of it is a single human 
value, sometimes referred to as a ‘virtue.’ Generally speaking, 
the hero of a story represents a positive human value, and he 
acts in accordance with this value. If, for example, the theme 
of a story is to show the importance of justice, then the hero’s 
actions will demonstrate his belief in the importance of 
justice. His own actions will be just, and he will oppose 
injustice. The antagonist will usually represent the opposite 
viewpoint – in our example, his actions will demonstrate a 
disregard for justice. 

 



 
 

The opposing value in a theme is sometimes referred to as a 
‘vice,’ so that a theme can be viewed as a battle between a 
character representing virtue and one representing the 
opposing vice. This can be characterised as a ‘thematic 
argument’ – and the story sets out to prove this argument. In 
our example, actions that are just or that oppose injustice are 
good, and should be rewarded; actions which are unjust are 
bad, and should be punished. This comes close to saying that 
theme is about good versus evil, but theme isn’t normally 
quite as simplistic as this. ‘Evil’ is too broad a term, and we 
need something more specific – an individual human vice, 
rather than vice in general. And, in the best stories, we don’t 
deal in straightforward blacks and whites. We don’t make 
‘good’ behaviour an obvious and simple choice, we cloud the 
issue with shades of grey. We don’t give our hero a choice 
between good action and bad action, we confront him with a 
dilemma and make him choose between two ‘good actions’ – 
which is the greater good? – or two ‘bad actions’ – which is the 
lesser evil? We show the importance of a value by exploring 
its complexity and its many variations and layers. The choices 
we make in life are not always easy ones, and the same should 
be true for the characters in our stories. A dilemma can be 
presented in terms of a conflict between two strongly-held 
values or beliefs, for example ‘the innocent should be 
protected’ and ‘violence is never the solution’. Or a dilemma 
can occur when a person belongs to two different groups, and 
the values of those groups are in conflict – this can be as 
simple as ‘hard work and long hours for the good of my job’ 
versus ‘time at home for the good of my family.’ 
 
You as the writer decide which values you want to explore. 
Your theme is not always a conscious choice – sometimes it 
arises out of the subject matter or the situation you choose to 
write about. Some genres have inbuilt themes, and every 
story in that genre is a variation on that theme. And the 
themes of all genre and popular fiction tend to support the 
values of the dominant culture. You may not discover what 
your theme is until you have completed the first draft of your 
novel or screenplay. This is fine. But once you have discovered 



  
 

it, you can use your rewrite to make sure that your subplots 
and the choices others characters have to make during the 
story reflect the theme. At whatever stage you do become 
aware of your theme, write it down. What thematic argument 
are you trying to prove? When you know this, you can make 
sure that the whole of your story leans in the right direction. 

 

Expressing Theme 
Wells Root, in Writing the Script, offers some classic examples 
of theme: 

 
Othello: Jealousy consumes a man and destroys the one he 
loves. 
Macbeth: Ruthless ambition drives men to their own 
destruction. 
The Treasure of the Sierra Madre: Greed will consume those 
who practice it. 
My Fair Lady: No one should exploit another person for his 
selfish, intellectual ends. 
 
We might argue with the actual wording of these, but they do 
capture the essence of what the stories are really about. 
 
The nature of thematic argument means that there is no such 
thing as an original theme. There is a limited number of 
virtue versus vice combinations, and they have all be used 
many times before. Themes are sometimes referred to as 
‘universal truths’ and observations on the ‘human condition.’ 
They deal with dilemmas and injustices which are familiar to 
us, but which we don’t always choose to recognise. Stories 
bring these things to our attention, remind us of them, in 
interesting and surprising ways. This is why we say that 
fiction often contains an emotional or moral truth. The events 
described are not real, but the meaning behind the events 
does demonstrate a fundamental truth. 
 
Theme can also be expressed in terms of demonstrating a 
virtue (or vice), for example This is what courage is... or This 



 
 

is what loyalty is... or This is what betrayal means... or This is 
the consequence of self-deception... The proof of each of these 
thematic arguments would involve showing a specific person, 
performing a specific action, in the face of specific 
consequences. 
 
A single sentence summary of a story or a theme can look 
clunky – F. A. Rockwell, in Modern Fiction Techni-
ques, compares them to “...proverbs, folk sayings, aphorisms, 
parables, or well-known quotations...” But a theme isn’t like a 
logline or a blurb – no one else will ever see it, so it doesn’t 
have to be expertly crafted. The simpler the better. The theme 
is never actually stated in a story. Early in Act I, someone 
may make a statement or ask a question which implies the 
theme – one theory is that in a 120-screenplay, this question 
is asked or implied on page 7, or thereabouts. But you can’t 
write that question or statement until you know the theme, 
unless your subconscious is being very generous to you. The 
theme itself is never verbalised or written with the story – to 
do this would be too obvious, and ‘on the nose.’ Theme is 
always implied. Rather than being overt, it comes out in the 
subtext. 
 

Subtext 
The text – the action of your scenes – is what the story is 
about; the subtext is what the story is really about. Philip 
Gerard, in his book Writing a Story That Makes a 
Difference, says: “Never write a love scene that is only about 
love, a sex scene that is only about sex, or a scene of violence 
that is only about violence.” There needs to be something else 
going on under the surface action – the subtext. When people 
speak of gratuitous sex and violence, they are referring to a 
lack of subtext: the boobs and blood splats are just there for 
the obvious reasons, they don’t have any deeper meaning in 
the story. 
 
Subtext requires subtlety. The theme of a story isn’t as overt 
as a message or a moral. You aren’t trying to tell your 



  
 

audience what is right and what is wrong; rather, you are 
presenting them the ‘evidence’ that you believe will prove 
your point, and allowing them to come to their own conclusion. 
Will your evidence be biased? Almost certainly. But a good 
argument – if you apply the ‘rules’ of rhetoric – doesn’t just 
provide a once-sided view: it includes the counter-arguments, 
and then demonstrates why these are incorrect. 
 
A word of warning from Philip Gerard: “Before you can have 
meaningful subtext, you have to have compelling text.” It 
doesn’t matter how great your subtext is if the action of your 
story doesn’t captivate the attention of a reader. Gerard 
cautions against beginning with theme, because theme is 
abstract, whereas a good story requires concrete action. You 
need character, goal, motivation, and action. Samson 
Raphaelson, in The Human Nature of Playwriting, gives a 
similar warning: “Nine times out of ten, particularly if you are 
young, when you start with theme you start not with 
something you really believe, but with something stolen and 
revised to suit yourself. You start with something you think 
you ought to believe. Whereas if you start with people you feel 
you know vividly, try to put them down, and gradually seek a 
focus on them, what you really think will creep out.” 
 

Universal Truth– How Will I Know It When I See It? 
If universal truths were obvious, the world would probably be 
a better place. Subconsciously we know these truths, we learn 
them over and over during the course of our lives, but they are 
slippery things that we sometimes struggle to live by. And just 
because something is true, doesn’t mean that it is popular – 
the devil, they say, has all the best tunes. Philip Parker, in 
The Art and Science of Playwriting, says that themes can be 
grouped into eight distinct types which “...express major 
human experiences and reflect common emotional needs.” 

 
1. Desire for Justice 
2. Pursuit of Love 
3. Moral Choices of Individuals 



 
 

4. Desire for Order (as opposed to chaos) 
5. Pursuit of Pleasure 
6. Fear of Death 
7. Fear of the Unknown or the Unknowable 
8. Desire for Validation 
 

Matthew Friday, in an article called ‘What Makes Films 
Great,’ offered a similar list: 

 
1. Love – hate, sex, desire, etc. 
2. Death – permanent changes, etc. 
3. Justice – morality, rules, etc. 
4. Family – fatherhood, motherhood, childhood 
5. Fear – escape, jeopardy, terror, etc. 
 

To find the theme of your story, Robert McKee, 
in Story, advises that you look at the climax of your story and 
ask “... what value, positively or negatively charged, is 
brought into the world by my protagonist?” Then look 
backward through the story and look what action brought this 
value into the world. McKee believes that a theme (or 
‘controlling idea’) is made up of a value and a cause. 

 

What Makes a Good Theme? 
Thomas H. Uzzell, in The Techniques of the Novel, gives us a 
checklist: 

 
a) It is an assertion not a mere topic: not ‘the value of 

honesty,’ but rather ‘honest is the best policy.’ 
b) It is not so vague or obvious that no proof or 

illustration is necessary or possible: ‘Peace is better 
than war’ is too vague / obvious to be the theme for a 
story. 

c) There is only one theme in a story. 
d) If an author’s purpose is serious, he must believe his 

theme; if his purpose is commercial, his readers must 
believe it. 



  
 

e) A good theme doesn’t just interest readers, it excites 
them. 

f) A writer should not select a theme that is too much for 
him. 

 

Working with Theme 
It is possible to begin with theme as the idea for your story – 
advice to playwrights in the early part of the 20th century 
often advised that they should do so. Whether you have your 
theme up front, discover it early, or don’t recognise it until you 
have completed the first draft, Nancy Kress offers some ways 
of exploring your theme in her book Dynamic Characters. She 
takes as her example a story with a generic theme: people who 
remain true to their ethical convictions end up happier than 
those who ‘sell out,’ and then gives us some questions we can 
use to develop our plot: 

 
• What challenges might our ethical character have to 

face? 
• What value will this require him to live up to? 
• What will living up to this value cost him? 
• Will he immediately choose the right course of action, 

or will he initially be reluctant and try to avoid the 
problem? 

• How will he try to evade the responsibility of taking 
action? Why does this not work for him? 

• What price will he ultimately have to pay for 
remaining true to his ethical values? What sacrifice 
does he have to make? How can this be dramatised? 

• What does he ultimately gain as a result of his 
sacrifice? How can this be dramatised? 

• How does an ‘unethical’ character respond to the same 
challenge? 

• What does he gain as a result of his unethical actions? 
How can this be dramatised? 

• What price does the unethical character ultimately 
have to pay for his lack of ethics? How is he ‘punished’? 
How can this be dramatised? 



 
 

 

Dramatising the Theme Through Opposition – Thesis and 
Antithesis 
If the hero represents the positive side of the thematic 
argument, there must be something that stands in opposition 
to him, representing the negative side or antithesis. Christina 
Hamlett, in Could it Be a Movie?, writes: “If, for instance, you 
want to demonstrate that true love has the power to vanquish 
all obstacles, the plot needs to be ‘obstacle-intensive’ in order 
to present a significant enough threat to the protagonist’s 
romantic future. Or let’s say that your storyline sets out to 
prove that there’s no place like home. Accordingly, the 
alternatives to the homefront have to contest the latter’s 
shortcomings in such a way as to make them seem inferior 
choices for the long-term.” 

 

From Subject to Theme to Plot 
If you know what you want to write about, you can discover 
your theme by asking yourself why you are personally 
interested in the subject matter. For example, you might want 
to write a story about teenage gangs. And the reason you are 
interested in this is because you are curious about why young 
people join gangs. This is your initial idea – it isn’t enough to 
provide a premise for a story, and you haven’t yet got to the 
point where you have a theme to prove. You begin to read up 
on the subject of teenage gangs, and you discover – from social 
workers, psychologists, and interviews with former gang 
members – that people join gangs for a variety of reasons. One 
that stands out for you is that young people join gangs because 
they lack positive role models – gang members and gang 
leaders are the only roles that they feel they can realistically 
aspire to. Now we are beginning to approach our theme. Let’s 
try and phrase it as a statement that could become an 
argument. Young people join gangs because the adults in their 
life fail to provide positive role models. 

 
We could mess around with the wording a bit more, but we 
are getting to the point that we can begin to work out how we 



  
 

might dramatise this. We need a hero – let’s go with a young 
person who gets into trouble after he joins a gang. Rather 
than making him a generic ‘kid from the wrong side of the 
tracks,’ we need to make him a specific person that the reader 
will be curious about. Let’s make him a well-educated young 
man from a good family – this raises our reader’s curiosity. 
Why would such a person join a gang? We have an element of 
mystery, which we can slowly unravel during the course of our 
story. We know from our theme that we are going to need to 
present (a) adults who have failed to behave as suitable role 
models; and (b) gang members who do present an image the 
young man can aspire to. That suggests someone like an 
inadequate community leader or authority figure, but it would 
be more dramatic if this person was revealed to be morally 
corrupt. And we need a charismatic gang member or gang 
leader – probably someone who has hidden qualities, and who 
is revealed to do good things within his local community. Our 
young hero needs a story goal – he may express it himself as 
‘to be like the gang leader,’ but what he really means is to be 
a positive role model himself. 
 
Now we need to think about the ‘climax potential’ of our story 
idea: we need a crisis – the charismatic gang leader is framed 
by the corrupt community leader, and is arrested for a crime 
he did not commit; and with the gang leader gone, the people 
he looks after in the community will shortly suffer some 
terrible fate; and nobody wants to even consider that the gang 
leader may be innocent... except our young hero who has, by 
this point in the story, been banned from associating with the 
gang, and may – inadvertently – have played some part in the 
plot to frame the gang leader... Our hero proves our thematic 
argument when he demonstrates to the world that the 
community leader is corrupt, and when he sees to it that the 
gang leader receives just treatment. 

 
I’m not sure if that’s a good example, or if it would make a 
good novel or screenplay – it looks a bit like the plot for a tv 
movie – but it gives an indication of a possible process for 
developing a story idea. 



 
 

 
i) Subject – what do you want to write about? 

ii) Purpose – why do you want to write about it? 
iii) Thematic Argument – what point do you want to 

prove? 
iv) Specific Example – who is your hero and what are 

their circumstances? 
v) Goal – what does success look like? What does the 

hero want and how does it prove the thematic 
argument? 

vi) Climax Potential – how can these circumstances 
develop into a crisis and a final, large-scale 
confrontation? 

 

Developing & Symbolising Theme 
Once you have recognised the theme of your novel or 
screenplay, you can work on developing it. In Writing a Book 
That Makes a Difference,Philip Gerard, says that writers 
develop theme in the same way “... a photographer develops 
film – clarifying, sharpening, creating nuances of highlight 
and shadow, composing the elements so that the eye is 
persistently drawn back to the centre...” Gerard also 
compares fiction to music, referring to the importance of 
‘resonance’ – images and actions that echo, calling up 
memories of other incidents earlier in the story. This 
resonance is achieved through the repetition or mirroring of 
images, words, even whole lines of dialogue. This draws 
attention to them without sign-posting them too obviously, 
and allows their meaning to accumulate as the story 
progresses. 

 
A motif is any image, character trait, dialogue, sound, or 
rhythm that appears at different points in the story. Motifs 
help focus attention on some thematic aspect of the story, and 
they need at least three appearances to be effective. 
 
Contrast is another form of repetition. It requires the reader 
or audience to remember the way something was when it was 



  
 

seen previously, and then compare it with the way it appears 
now. Contrast can involve direct opposites – a place that was 
once light is now dark; a person who was once optimistic is 
now beaten down – or it can present a gradual decline as it 
appears at various points in the story. The thing contrasted 
can be a person or a place or an object. Often the thing that is 
repeated or contrasted is symbolic of events in the story – it 
helps make visible the subtext of the story. 

 
Gerard says that thematic motifs shouldn’t just be repeated, 
there must also be a sense of development or escalation, of a 
movement towards the truth that the story is seeking to 
prove. Use of recurring and contrasting motifs can be 
something that occurs as you write your first draft, but 
equally it could be something that might not come to you until 
you begin your rewrite and seek to increase thematic 
resonance. Other metaphors can be used to represent the 
thematic subtext of a story. A journey or quest can have both 
a literal and a symbolic meaning. 

 

Proving Your Thematic Argument 
It is not enough to pit one opponent against another and let 
them fight it out – as an author you must pick a side yourself. 
You are an advocate, arguing the cause and proving your case 
before your audience. Philip Parker, in The Art and Science of 
Screenwriting, said: “If the narrative draws no conclusions 
with respect to its theme then it loses its meaning, and 
becomes merely a narrative of moments, events or 
experiences for their own sake and as confusing as everyday 
events in their randomness.” F. A. Rockwell, in Modern 
Fiction Techniques, says that proving the thematic argument 
is one of the ways that we deliver on the promises that we 
make to the reader at the beginning of a story: “... in or near 
the beginning state or imply a moral question that intrigues 
the reader. The subsequent story action exploits and develops 
various aspects of this problem and the climax takes a stand, 
answering the moral question according to the author’s 
beliefs. There are many possible answers to any given moral 



 
 

question, and a modern reader expects you to prove one 
specific answer convincingly and dramatically.” 

 

Variations on a Theme 
The subplots of a story will ideally explore the same theme 
but from slightly different perspectives. Philip Parker, in The 
Art and Science of Screenwriting, cites the example of The 
Bridges of Madison County, where “... a secondary story – 
about a woman who had an affair, was discovered, and then 
ostracised – not only reflects on a possible outcome between 
the two main lovers, but also reflects on the theme of ‘what is 
the value of love?’” 
 
Alex Epstein, in Crafty Screenwriting, advises that we “... try 
to make each scene tell a truth about the theme. All the main 
characters with their goals and their flaws, should in some 
way reflect the theme. If your theme is redemption then some 
characters start out fallen and are redeemed, some are fallen 
and are never redeemed, and some are already redeemed 
when the story begins. Your theme comes to light in their 
conflict with one another.” 
 
William Shakespeare’s Othello is famously about the toxic – 
and ultimately fatal – effects of the ‘green-eyed monster,’ 
jealousy. Every character in the story is affected by jealousy – 
they are either jealous themselves (as in the case of both 
protagonist and antagonist) or they are the victims of 
someone else’s jealousy. 

 

Theme and the Flawed Hero 
In a simple genre or popular story, the hero represents good 
(or virtue) and the villain represents evil (or vice), they fight 
it out in an external battle or contest, one of them wins 
(usually the hero) and that is the end of it. In the flawed hero 
story, things are not quite so clearly defined. The hero is not 
100% good – he occasionally falls into behaviours that we 
would regard as ‘immoral.’ And the villain, if there is one, may 
not be entirely devoid of redeeming characteristics. This latter 



  
 

type of story gives the opportunity for creating more complex 
characters, and multi-layered plots. For this reason, flawed 
hero – or ‘character-based’ – stories are often regarded as 
being ‘better’ than the more straightforward genre story. They 
aren’t better, they are just plotted differently. A flawed hero 
is appropriate for some stories, and not for others. 

 
As well as external conflict, the flawed hero is also faced with 
an internal conflict. We will look at this in more detail in the 
chapter on the flawed hero story – for now, we will look at how 
the flawed hero can be used to demonstrate the theme of a 
story. 
 
As well as external conflict, the flawed hero is also faced with 
an internal conflict. We will look at this in more detail in the 
chapter on the flawed hero story – for now, we will look at how 
the flawed hero can be used to demonstrate the theme of a 
story. 
 
In terms of the character development arc of the flawed hero, 
the thematic argument can be expressed as: 

 
You can only achieve X by sacrificing Y and accepting Z 
 
Where X is fulfilment the hero’s need or ‘lack’; Y is a quality 
or behaviour of the hero’s false self, and Z is a quality that the 
hero denies or is afraid of within himself. 
 
The theme links the hero’s inner conflict – between his false 
self and his real self – with the external conflict between the 
hero and the antagonist. At the same time, the antagonist 
symbolises Y, the ‘immoral’ behaviour or quality that the hero 
needs to overcome. And the co-protagonist – the ally or lover 
– represents and helps the hero accept Z, the quality in 
himself that the hero denies or is afraid of. Through his 
relationship with the co-protagonist, the hero is able to 
achieve X, fulfilment of his need or lack. All that X, Y and Z 
stuff is all a bit too abstract, so let’s have a look at a proper 
example. 



 
 

 

Casablanca 
Casablanca is a classic flawed-hero story. In the flawed hero 
story, the character development arc builds up to the hero 
having to make a moral decision at the climax of the story. 
Rick Blaine (Humphrey Bogart) is a bitter and cynical bar 
owner in Casablanca, who has pretty much withdrawn from 
relationships with other people, due to the fact that he was 
betrayed by Ilsa, the only woman he ever loved. Rick’s mantra 
is “I stick my neck out for nobody.” Ilsa arrives at Rick’s place 
with her husband, Laszlo. He is a key figure in the Resistance 
and must escape before the Nazis locate and kill him. Ilsa is 
obviously still in love with Rick, so when two exit visas come 
into his possession, Rick is faced with a choice: He and Ilsa 
can use them to get away to a new life together, or he can give 
the visas to Ilsa so she and Laszlo can escape and continue 
their work against the Nazis. 
 
The opposition in Casablanca is ‘the Nazis,’ personified by the 
character of Major Heinrich Strasser (Conrad Veidt). Where 
Rick is uncommitted, the Nazis are totally committed to their 
cause, to the total exclusion of anything else. 
 
The right choice – the moral choice – is to give the visas to Ilsa 
and Laszlo, but to do so will put Rick’s own life at risk, if it is 
discovered he has helped Laszlo escape from the Nazis. But 
more importantly, it will require Rick to make a sacrifice – to 
give up the woman he loves. The wrong choice – the selfish 
choice – is to run away with Ilsa. Rick’s flaw – his cynicism 
and lack of commitment to any group or cause – means that 
the decision could go either way. This, coupled with his desire 
to be with Ilsa, makes his choice a difficult one. 
 
The theme of Casablanca is that when faced with immoral 
actions – in this specific case, the actions of the Nazis in World 
War II – you cannot remain neutral and uninvolved, you have 
to set aside personal desires and fears, and take up the fight 
against the oppressors. The story was written at a time when 



  
 

the United States had not yet committed to participation in 
the war. Rick’s situation in the story represents the American 
position in relation to the Nazis at that moment. The ending 
of the film proves the thematic argument: you cannot remain 
neutral in such circumstances. 
 
This summary of Casablanca gives a near textbook example 
of how the flawed-hero story works. Rick Blaine suffered an 
emotional ‘wounding’ when Ilsa left him after their affair in 
Paris, and this has affected his relationships and shaped his 
personal beliefs. The situation in Casablanca when Ilsa 
arrives presents him with a dilemma, and he is forced to re-
evaluate his beliefs and priorities. 
 
For maximum dramatic effect in this type of story, we need to 
make it appear that the hero could choose the ‘immoral’ 
option. We need the crisis at the end of Act II to be such that 
it brings out the worst in him, so that we think he could take 
the selfish option. The crisis of the story usually provides the 
hero with a moment of self-revelation – he discovers his ‘true 
self’ and what he really believes in. This is what allows him 
to make the right moral choice at the climax of the story in 
Act III. 
 
Early in the flawed-hero story, the hero demonstrates his flaw 
– a moral weakness that causes him to behave in a way that 
is harmful to both himself and to the people around him. His 
flaw was caused by some sort of emotional or psychological 
‘trauma’ that occurred before the start of the story. His flawed 
behaviours are an attempt to protect himself from future 
harm of this kind. This flaw means that he has a need – to 
overcome his weakness and to stop behaving in an ‘immoral’ 
way. His character arc, which runs throughout the whole 
story, will take him from this initial self-serving state, to a 
place where he is willing to sacrifice his own happiness, 
safety, even his life, for the good of others. The hero’s initial 
goal will be to preserve his present situation – the stay behind 
the defences that he has built around himself to prevent 
anyone getting close enough to harm him. He is not aware 



 
 

that these walls – his defensive behaviours – are harmful to 
others. Because this initial goal is selfish and ‘immoral,’ it is 
the wrong goal. Even if he achieved it, if he got what he 
wanted, this would not fix the thing that is really lacking in 
his life. This wrong goal represents his want, while the right 
goal would allow him to achieve what he needs. At the 
midpoint of the story, there is a major discovery on the part of 
the hero – he comes to realise that he does have a character 
flaw, and that his behaviour has been harming others. This 
comes on top of any revelation about the nature of the 
external opposition he faces. After the midpoint, his 
motivation changes and he chooses the right goal. He also 
commits himself to overcoming his flaw and avoiding 
‘immoral’ and harmful behaviours. The second half of Act II 
shows his attempts to live up to this commitment. 

 

Theme and Character Development Arc 
Casablanca is an example of a ‘redemption’ story – Rick 
Blaine’s character development arc, or ‘transformational’ arc, 
takes him from a cynical man who refuses to commit to a 
cause outside of himself, to a self-sacrificing and committed 
hero. As the story opens, he believes that to protect himself 
from emotional harm, he must be withdrawn and self-serving 
– these are the defensive behaviours he has adopted, and this 
is the self-image he has of himself. But this is a false self, a 
façade, and does not reflect who he really is. Michael Hauge 
calls this mask a self-imposed identity, other writers refer to 
it as the character’s self-definition. This is who and what the 
hero thinks he is supposed to be in order to survive. Although 
the behaviours of this false-self protect Rick, they do not make 
him happy. He is still aware that there is something lacking 
in his life. He will never be able to overcome this lack unless 
he abandons his false-self and discovers, or rediscovers, his 
true self. 

 
At the end of the story, Rick has undergone a learning 
experience and experienced a moment of self-revelation. He 
has travelled to the end of his development arc. The mask has 



  
 

been removed; the façade has been broken down. He now acts 
in accordance with his true self, or essence as Hauge calls it. 
The false-self is a lie and an act of self-deception, so in itself 
is not ‘moral.’ The behaviours that the character engages in to 
protect this false-self cause harm to the character himself and 
to other people, and so these behaviours are also not moral. 
An immoral self, engaging in immoral behaviours is not going 
to be able to find the truth that will enable him to find 
fulfilment and overcome the whatever is lacking in his life. 
The true-self is honest and open, and trusts others to see him 
as he really is. This is a (more) moral self. A character who 
has embraced his true self acts morally – or at least behaves 
in a more moral way: nobody is perfect. By being open about 
his own flaws and fears, the character is now in a position 
where he is ready to overcome his lack and find personal 
fulfilment. Often at this point the hero discovers that what he 
thought he wanted (desired) is not what he actually needed. 

 
This means that many flawed-hero stories have an ironic 
ending. Rick does not get what he thought he wanted – a 
romantic relationship with Ilsa. But he does overcome his lack 
and discover a happier and more fulfilling life by re-engaging 
with society and committing himself to a moral cause 
(opposing the Nazis). 
 
Often, the theme of a story tells us that if we overcome some 
form of selfish behaviours and beliefs, and act selflessly – that 
is, we sacrifice our own wants and desires for the benefit of 
others – then we will achieve personal fulfilment. If we give 
up what we think we want we will, ironically, gain what it is 
we actually need. This is the outcome of the internal conflict. 
This is usually linked to the external conflict, where we see 
that a person who redeems himself by acting morally, 
deserves external success and so is able to defeat the 
antagonist. 

 



 
 

Further Reading 

If you want to explore the relationship of theme and plot in 
more detail, then Robert McKee’s chapter on the ‘controlling 
idea’ is definitely worth a look, and so is John Truby’s chapter 
on the ‘moral argument.’ The most structured approach to 
theme and plot can be found in Stanley D. Williams’ book The 
Moral Premise, and he has some really helpful articles and 
diagrams on his website at www.moralpremise.com – the 
article titled ‘Story Basics – 13 Major Beats’ is a good place to 
start. 
 

Bibliography 
Egri, Lajos, Art of Dramatic Writing: Its Basis in the Creative 
Interpretation of Human Motives. Touchstone, 2004 
Epstein, Alex, Crafty Screenwriting: Writing Movies That Get 
Made. New York: Owl Books, 2002 
Friday, Matthew, "What Makes Films Great." 
Gerard, Philip, Writing a Book That Makes a 
Difference. Cincinnati, Ohio: Writers Book Society, 2000 
Hamlett, Christina, Could it Be a Movie? How to Get Your 
Idea Out of Your Head and Up On the Screen. Studio City, CA: 
Michael Wiese Productions, 2004 
Kress, Nancy, Dynamic Characters: How to Create 
Personalities That Keep Readers Captivated. Chicago: 
Writer’s Digest Books, 2004 
McKee, Robert, Story: Substance, Structure, Style and the 
Principles of Screenwriting. London: Methuen Publishing 
Ltd., 1998 
Parker, Philip, The Art and Science of Screenwriting (2nd 
ed.). Exeter: Intellect Books, 1999 
Raphaelson, Samson, The Human Nature of 
Playwriting. New York: The Macmillan Company, 1949 
Rockwell, F.A., Modern Fiction Techniques. Boston: The 
Writer, Inc., 1969 



  
 

Root, Wells, Writing the Script: A Practical Guide for Films 
and Television. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1980 
Truby, John, The Anatomy of Story: 22 Steps to Becoming a 
Master Storyteller. North Point Press, 2007 
Uzzell, Thomas H., Narrative Technique: a Practical Course 
in Literary Psychology. New York: Harcourt, Brace and World 
1964 
Uzzell, Thomas H., The Techniques of the Novel. New York: 
The Citadel Press, 1959 
Williams, Stanley D., The Moral Premise: Harnessing Virtue 
and Vice for Box Office Success. Studio City, CA: Michael 
Wiese Productions, 2006 

 
 



 
 

 
 

There is no secret formula for plot — but there is a pattern that has proved 
satisfying to readers and movie-goers for years. Once you have an 
understanding of this underlying structure you can apply it to a novel or 
screenplay in any genre. 
 

In Plot Basics you'll see: 
 

▪ How to break down your plot into four quarters and decide what 
must happen in each — applying the 'rule of three' to give a 
strong through-line with rising action and suspense.  

▪ How to divide these into eight sequences that enable you to tell 
your story with maximum dramatic effect — including six major 
turning points plus a midpoint and a climax.  

▪ What individual story elements belong in each of the eight 
sequences and how to develop them. 

 

You can use the eight sequences method to plot a story from scratch. 
Apply it to edit the first draft of a novel or screenplay you already have. 
Or use it to take apart a story you've started but which isn't working. 
 

When you know what needs to go where in a story, you can get on with 
the fun part of writing and create something for readers or movie-goers 
to enjoy — safe in the knowledge that your plot works. 



 

About the Author 
Paul Tomlinson is the author of novels in the mystery, crime, 
science fiction, and fantasy genres. He has also published articles 
and author interviews in print magazines and online. 

 

Contact him via his website at www.paultomlinson.org or on 

Facebook @PaulTomlinson.org 

 
 

Books by Paul Tomlinson 

 
Fiction: 
 

The Great Vicari Mysteries series:  
The Sword in the Stone-Dead 
Murder by Magic 
The Missing Magician 
 

The Thurlambria series: 
Slayer of Dragons 
Fortune’s Fool 
Dead of Night 
 

Robot Wrecker 
Who Killed Big Dick? 
 
 
Non-Fiction: 
 

Harry Harrison: An Annotated Bibliography 
 


