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The short story has been a strong phenomenon in Africa since the fifties. This is probably because many African writers started off as short story writers. This, however, should not be construed to mean that a short story writer is a ‘beginner’ in writing or one who is practicing in order to venture into real writing. Of course not. Like poetry, a short story can be considered as codified writing, a piece of writing which is concentrated – like a poached egg or a samosa. Thus, the work of the reader is to decode or to expand the meaning through interpretation. To do so, the obvious starting point should be a consideration of narrative devices – those elements of style which inform the writer’s creative process and thus form the most obvious steps of decoding the short story. 

Narrative devices

Some narrative devices which are common to short stories – such as narration and dialogue have only been discussed in cases where the writer makes them deliberately significant. You should however examine them in the light of what they contribute to the narrative and try to distinguish why the writer finds it necessary to use one or the other. 

The Short Story Genre: What is a short story?

Often, the Short Story has erroneously come to be regarded as an ‘incomplete novella’ or, as it were, ‘beginner’s work’ for writers learning to write novels or novellas. However, this isn’t true. The short story should be considered or deemed as complete a work as any of its similar but larger forms, as complete as any play or poem – or oral narrative. Since the Short Story is prose fiction, like the novel or novella, the rubric of studying it ought to follow similar procedures applied on its counterparts. However, it is important to note that there are significant differences in form between the Short Story and either the novella or the novel. 

Elements of the Short Story 

Setting

This is the particular place (and time) in which the action happens. Short stories rely on a singular setting - that is, the action happens in a single place and in as limited a time as possible. The best short story would, say, show what happens in a certain home in a certain night to determine who the father is and how the wife and the children will regard the family man from the following morning. For this reason, good short story writers use extremely vivid description of landscape, scenery, weather, physical infrastructure etc. to enhance both the setting and the characters in it. 

Plot 

Short stories are just that – short. For this reason, authors have neither the time nor the space to present long, elaborate plots. Thus, the best short stories focus on one defining moment of the main character’s life; a single event which is the make-or-break moment of that character. They present a moment of crisis when the main character is forced to make a crucial decision which defines how he is remembered – if he dies – or how he will be seen from then on. They present that defining moment when character’s beliefs are tested. In A Man of Awesome Power, Mahdi’s faith is tested in that he has never had power to control destiny. When he gets it, what he does with it defines who he has always been – as contrasted to who he has always professed to be. Plot in the short story usually hinges on what has just happened (often as a flashback) leading to a quick climax, falling action and a quick denouement. Your first task is to identify that defining moment. 

Conflict

There can never be a story without conflict – that problem that defines characters’ actions and underlies what the author wants say. Conflict may be internal or external. An internal conflict is an emotional problem which a character struggles to resolve, best defined by a character’s attempt to decide whether to do wrong or right. A woman who struggles to decide whether to eat some tasty meal prohibited by her doctor is facing an internal conflict. An external conflict is a problem occurring between an individual and another or an individual and the society or two societies etc. 

Character(s)

Short stories normally use one or two well-defined characters who carry the message of that story. Only this character(s) is well developed and any other characters used alongside them serve to develop or define this character. In rare cases, two contrasting characters could be developed alongside each other to define or contrast the theme in question.  

Theme 

This is the whole idea behind writing the short story or the lesson to be learnt. While the lesson taught is often what we learn about good and bad often called the moral, theme refers to what we learn about the author’s stand as regards a certain issue brought out in the story. In An Incident in the Park, for example, while the moral can be said to be Don’t judge a look by its cover, the theme can be said to be Hypocrisy of institutions and those who man them – those who condemn others for certain wrongs might be the same people who cause them to do such wrongs. It is easier to identify an author’s point by trying to identify the author’s creative process. What incident does the author witness? What does it teach him? How does he formulate a narrative to show his feelings about what he witnesses (and other issues related to it)?

Style 

All literature depends on its style for communication. First, Short Stories use narration and dialogue for they communicate in prose. Dialogue is, mainly used for characterization while narration is used to cover ground –since Short Stories need to be that short. Point of view – and its effect - is also crucial. This may be the omniscient third person where events are seen from a God-like all-knowing, omnipresent narrator or from the first person point of view, where the protagonist or main character tells the story. Flashbacks and streams of consciousness are also common. Other stylistic devices such irony, symbolism, rhetoric questions, sarcasm, etc. should be considered and their effect to the communication of the message in the story drawn. 

	A Man of Awesome power – Naguib Mahfouz. 


Setting 

The story is set in a comfortable retiree’s home – sitting room – and the wider town where he lives. The citizens of this town are Muslims but apart from this, they go about their businesses like any other citizens of a modern town. The main character is a monogamous Muslim. His monogamy might be important in this case because Islam allows polygamy; this may suggest his closeness to his wife, his adaptation to a monogamous, urban lifestyle or a break from some tenets of Islam, though he is deeply religious. The urban setting emphasizes the corruptibility of man in such an environment, which, again, underscores the forthrightness of the main character. This is important because it serves to gauge his character in the past against his present when his circumstances change.

Plot 

Tayyib al Mahdi, a pious old man who is content about his life and the way he has lived it, has a dream in which he acquires power to do whatever he pleases. At first he is skeptical about the dream but when it recurs again and again over a period of time, one morning he decides to test this power by ordering the TV channel to change. It








































	Incident in the Park – Meja Mwangi.
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	Ninema – Vrenika Pather 










































	A Silent Song – Leonard Kibera 








































	Ivory Bangles – Eric Ng’maryo 














































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
-
- ¥ >
o S
and h Q\‘é\ o"z ‘{S"‘,
8 > é\ 400 '\0( \4,
Other Stories & & &
o 5
7 & Qz‘
X2

..edited by Godwin Siundu y v«
Ly

A Silent Song

Other Stories

JORGES P. LOPEZ






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





