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BA I – Eng Opt III – Sem IV: Understanding Non-Fictional Prose in English 

 

(1) The Elements of Non-Fictional Prose 

Introduction 

Defining nonfictional prose literature is an immensely challenging task. As used in a broad sense, the 

term nonfictional prose literature here designates writing intended to instruct, to impart wisdom or 

faith, and especially to please. 

 

Non-fictional Prose is, therefore, loosely defined as “any literary work in prose that is based mainly 

on fact, even though it may contain fictional elements.” Examples are the essay, biography, 

autobiography, criticism, travelogue, political writings, philosophical writings, moral writings, 

journalistic articles, news reports, letters and memoirs, and speeches, etc. 

Nonfictional prose genres cover an almost infinite variety of themes, and they assume many shapes. 

In quantitative terms, they probably include more than half of all that has been written in countries 

having a literature of their own.  

After the Renaissance, from the 16th century onward in Europe, a personal manner of writing grew in 

importance. Initially, the authors wrote for more or less disguised self-revelation and introspective 

analysis, often in the form of letters, private diaries, and confessions. From the 19th century, writers 

developed the attitude that a literature is most truly modern when it acquires a marked degree of self-

awareness. Such writers were not content with imaginative creation alone: they also explained their 

work and defined their method in prefaces, reflections, essays, self-portraits, and critical articles. Most 

modern writers, whether they be poets, novelists, or dramatists, have composed more nonfictional 

prose than poetry, fiction, or drama, for example, the poets Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, and perhaps William 

Butler Yeats, or the novelists Thomas Mann and André Gide, etc.  

Literary Elements of Non-Fiction Prose 

The major elements of nonfiction are (I) point of view, (II) character development, (III) narrative 

plot, (IV) dramatization, and (V) Information. Authors of nonfiction works often use the same basic 

elements as fiction authors to tell a compelling story. 

I. Point of View 

A non-fiction story can be told from many of the points of view present in literary fiction. A memoir 

or autobiography, for example, is a first-person account of personal events, while a standard biography 

is written by a third-person narrator who has investigated or interviewed subjects before writing from 

a more distanced perspective. Non-fiction may be written in second-person, using “you” as the subject, 

if it is in the form of a how-to guide or instructional manual. 
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II. Character 

Like literary fiction, non-fiction contains characters who act within the story. Though these characters 

are real people in non-fiction, they still are represented in writing with the same tools and techniques 

as fictional characters. Non-fiction stories rely on the same reader empathy as fiction stories, so they 

must also contain sympathetic or interesting characters for the reader to follow. Because a reader may 

not know the real-life person in the story, an author must introduce and characterize the person just as 

a fiction writer would, including physical details and descriptions of their behaviour. Therefore, 

• Characters are well developed 

• No stereotype or biased characterization 

• Creates empathy for the characters 

• Uses quotations and anecdotes. Particularly in biographies it is important to use the 

character's real words and anecdotes that originate from someone with first-hand knowledge 

of the incidents. 

III. Narrative (Plot) 

A non-fiction story follows a sequence of events in the same way a fictional story might, creating a 

narrative through which the story is told. Narratives in non-fiction may be linear or nonlinear, based 

on chronology or some other organizing factor. An author writing about the death of her father, for 

example, may move around from chapter to chapter capturing different scenes from her childhood and 

adulthood as they feel relevant to different aspects of her father’s life. As with literary fiction, a non-

fiction writer can use different narratives to tell the same story in very different ways. 

IV. Dramatization 

For a non-fiction story to be compelling, it must not only be true but also interesting enough to be 

worth the read. Non-fiction stories can centre around conflicts and dramatic moments to create literary 

works with the same emotional beats of fiction. Even journalistic non-fiction focused solely on 

reporting works most effectively with a conflict or dramatic centre established in the article’s lead 

paragraphs. 

V. Information 

Information includes facts, little known information, and ideas that spark curiosity, create mystery, 

and propel the listener/reader/viewer to discover and learn. It is: 

o Accurate - information can be verified with other sources- 

o Includes source information 

o Supports the story 

o Covers the topic in significant detail 

o Moves from simple to complex and familiar to unfamiliar 

o Timely or current 

o Creates a feeling of the setting 

o Presents information in an organized sequence that enhances the topic 

o Non-biased - neutral position 

o Is not overly didactic 
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(2) Brief History of English Non-Fictional Prose 

 

15th Century: 

The history of English non-fictional prose writing begins from the 15th Century. Still it amounts for 

little originality and artistic value in this period. It was developed much on trial and error basis. 

It is interesting to observe that English prose writers attempted different kinds of prose during this 

period. Fisher and Cranmer (1489-1556) popularized theological writings. Historical prose was 

presented in The Chronicle of England by Capgrave (1393-1464). Philosophical prose appeared in The 

Governance of England by Fortescue (c. 1394-1476). Elyot (c. 1490-1546) popularised educational 

prose and prepared the way for medical prose in the Castle of Health. William Tyndale’s translation 

of the Bible is also highly praiseworthy. Apart from these writers, other prominent prose writers of 

this period were: Reginald Peacock, William Caxton, John Fisher, Hugh Latimer, Sir Thomas More, 

etc. 

16th Century (Elizabethan Age): 

Although the Elizabethan Age has well been called as a young age for non-fiction prose writing, for 

the first time it had risen to a position of first-rate importance. With the arrival of mass printing, English 

prose became the popular medium for works aiming both at amusement and instruction. The books 

which date from this period covered many departments of learning. The early Elizabethan use of prose 

was rich, gaudy and overflowing. It is far from commonly accepted principle of simplicity as it was 

colourful, blazing, rhythmic, indirect and polished. 

Important prose writers of this period were: Roger Ascham, John Lily, Thomas Nash, Robert Greene, 

Thomas Lodge, Sir Philip Sydney, Sir Francis Bacon, etc. Beginning in the pamphlets, character 

sketches, and other miscellaneous writings English essay developed in the works of Sir Francis 

Becon. Becon regarded the essay as a receptacle for detached thoughts, which is evident from his own 

words about them. Of studies (1597) and Of Adversity (1625) are glorious examples of his essays. 

These are well-known non-fiction prose writings that include his essays – Of Revenge, Of Parents and 

Children, Of Marriages and Single Life, Of Studies, etc. And Bacon wrote extensively and on almost 

all abstract subjects and real situations such as Poor Relations. Nevertheless, there is not even one 

essay which does not show that Becon had mastered the principle which probably no contemporary 

had grasped. 

17th Century Prose: 

The prose of this age was cultivated in a style very different from the Elizabethan and Sixteenth century 

prose. The prose writers used a grand style. It was, however, loose in structure, over coloured, elaborate 

and wayward. Despite some drawbacks, the prose of this period has many good qualities. It has the 

freshness of form.  

The Seventeenth century is the first great period of modern English prose when it was forming under 

the classical influence but independent of the French impact. In subject matter it represents the self-

conscious and personal interest of the time. It was also a period of biography, autobiography, history 

and personal essays. The prose of this age possesses a strongly religious or theological and 

philosophical character. 
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The important prose writers of this period are Robert Burton, Sir Thomas Browne, Jeremy Taylor, 

Thomas Fuller, Jack Walton and John Milton. Most of Milton’s prose was written during the middle 

period of his life (1640-60). The prose works have an unusual interest because they have a direct 

bearing on either his personal business or public interest. In all he has written twenty-five pamphlets 

(21 in English, 4 in Latin). He wrote his pamphlets on themes like divorce, episcopacy, politics, 

education, liberty of the press etc. His greatest prose work is Areopagitica (1644) which is a noble and 

impassioned plea for the liberty of the press. 

RESTORATION PROSE 

With the exception of the works of Dryden and Bunyan, the prose work of the Restoration times is of 

little moment. Dryden’s prose is almost entirely devoted to literary criticism and Bunyan’s contribution 

shows a remarkable development of the prose allegory. The remainder of the prose writers deal with 

political, historical, theological and other miscellaneous subjects. 

18th Century Prose: 

The 18th Century was doubtlessly an age of great prose. Matthew Arnold calls it a century of prose and 

suggests that even the poetry of the period was prosaic or versified prose. The period has only one 

great poet Alexander Pope while it produced prose writers of very high quality like Addison, Steele, 

Swift, Defoe and Johnson. 

The most important contribution in 18th century prose has been made by Richard Steele (1672-1729) 

and Joseph Addison (1672-1719) through their well-known periodicals The Tatler and The 

Spectator. Steele started his journal The Tatler in 1709, The Spectator in 1711 and several other short-

lived periodicals. Steele is remarkable for his witty prose and humorous style. His characters are also 

humorous.  

The aim of Steele’s essays was didactic; he desired to bring about a reformation of contemporary 

society manners, and is notable for his consistent advocacy of womanly virtues and the ideal of the 

gentleman of courtesy, chivalry, and good taste. His essays on children are charming, and are full of 

human sympathy. 

Joseph Addison was famous for drama, poetry and essays. But it is in fact almost entirely as an essayist 

that he is justly famed. Together with Steele he protected the periodical essay in The Tatler and The 

Spectator. The first object of Addison and Steele was to present a true and faithful picture of the 

18th century. The next object was to bring about a moral and social reform in the conditions of the 

time. The best of his essays are centred round the imaginary character of Sir Roger de Coverley and 

hence known as Coverley Papers. 

During second half of the 18th century, we find the development of prose in the hands of Dr. Johnson, 

Goldsmith, Gibbon and Burke. 

19th Century Prose / Romantic Prose 

Although the 19th Century is known for its remarkable poetry, the prose of this period was no mean 

genre and we have quality essayists like Charles Lamb and William Hazlitt enlarging the horizon of 

English literature through their contributions. Apart from these two we have Wordsworth, Coleridge, 

Scott, Shelley and Keats also writing some substantial prose works. Though Wordsworth and 

Coleridge are great poets but they also contributed in the development Romantic prose by their critical 

works and treatises. Wordsworth’s Preface to Lyrical Ballads is a fine specimen of prose and critical 

theory which blasted the ailing dogmatic classical dictates of literature in general and poetry in 
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particular. Coleridge’s prose, like his poetry, was scrappy, chaotic and tentative. In bulk it is massive; 

in manner it is diffuse and involved; but it possesses a breadth, a depth and a searching wisdom that is 

rare and admirable. The prose of Coleridge is philosophical and literary in theme. 

Charles Lamb and William Hazlitt also had a substantial contribution to the development and 

popularising of non-fiction prose during the 18th Century romanticism. The original series of Charles 

Lamb was published as The Essays of Elia (1823) and a second under the title of The Last Essays of 

Elia (1833). The essays of Lamb are unequalled in English. They are on a variety of subjects ranging 

from chimney sweeps to old china. The original series was published as The Essays of Elia (1823) and 

a second under the title of The Last Essays of Elia (1833). 

Hazlitt’s writing is remarkable for its fearless expression of an honest and individual opinion, his 

ability to communicate his own enjoyment and his gift for evoking unnoticed beauty. The best of his 

essays are collected in The Round Table (1817), Table Talk, or Original Essays on Men and 

Manners (1821-22) and The Spirit of the Age or Contemporary Portraits (1825). 

20th Century Prose (Victorian Prose): 

During the Victorian age novel had thrust itself into the first rank with Dickens, Thackeray and Eliot. 

Short story developed as a new species. Essays had expanded as a giant literary type with Macaulay, 

Carlyle, Pater, John Ruskin and many others. With regard to prose, the greater proportion of the 19th 

Century prose is written in middle style, the established medium in journalism, in all miscellaneous 

work and in majority of the novels. Outside this mass of middle style, the style of Ruskin stands highest 

in the scale of ornate ness; of the same kind is the scholarly elegance of Walter Pater. The style of 

Macaulay and Carlyle are peculiar brands of the middle style. The Stones of Venice (1851-53), in three 

volumes, is considered as John Ruskin’s prose masterpiece in thought and style. Thomas Carlyle 

(1795-1881), however, is considered as the most representative and honourable name in Victorian 

prose that not only enriched the genre but also exerted a tremendous impact on the age. However, he 

was a man of sterling honesty, of sagacious and powerful mind which he applied to the troubles of his 

time. His opinions were widely discussed and accepted. He wrote numerous works dealing with 

contemporary events that include Chartism (1840), Past and Present (1843), and Letter-day 

Pamphlets (1850). The series of lectures which he delivered in 1837 was published as On Heroes, 

Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (1841). 

=======================================================================  
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