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INTRODUCTION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE BUILDING
BLOCKS OF
STORYTELLING

Every  story,  from  the
ancient epics of Homer
to the latest bestselling
novel,  is  built  from  a
c o m m o n  s e t  o f
f u n d a m e n t a l
components. When we
a s k  w h a t  i s  t h e
e l e m e n t s  o f
literature ,  we  are
really asking: what are
t h e  e s s e n t i a l
ingredients  that  turn
words on a page into a

vivid,  meaningful,  and
moving  experience?
These elements are the
toolbox  every  author
u s e s ,  w h e t h e r
c o n s c i o u s l y  o r
instinctively,  to  craft
n a r r a t i v e s  t h a t
resonate with readers.
For anyone who wants
to appreciate literature
more  deeply—or  write
i t  m o r e
effectively—grasping
these  e lements  is
essential. They are not
rigid  rules,  but  rather
flexible  tools  that  can
b e  c o m b i n e d  i n
count less  ways  to
create unique works of
art.
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The  study  of  literary
elements  helps  us
move  beyond  simply
reading  for  plot  and
i n t o  t h e  r e a l m  o f
a n a l y s i s  a n d
interpretat ion.  By
recognizing  how  an
a u t h o r  e m p l o y s
character,  setting,
theme,  and  point  of
view, we unlock deeper
layers  of  meaning.  In
this  article,  we  will
explore  each  of  the
core  elements  of
literature  in  detail,
p r o v i d i n g  c l e a r
definitions,  examples
f r o m  c l a s s i c  a n d
contemporary  works,
and  insights  into  how
they work together  to
c r e a t e  p o w e r f u l
storytelling.  Whether
you are a student,  an
aspir ing  writer,  or
s i m p l y  a  c u r i o u s
reader,  understanding
these  elements  will
enrich  your  reading
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d

sharpen  your  critical
thinking.

1. PLOT: THE
SEQUENCE OF
EVENTS

At its simplest, the plot
is what happens in the
story.  But  a  plot  is
more than a mere list
of  events;  i t  is  the
carefully  structured
sequence of cause and
effect  that  propels  the
narrative  forward.  A
well-constructed  plot
creates  suspense,
builds  tension,  and
delivers  emotional
payoffs.  The  traditional
plot  structure,  often
t r a c e d  b a c k  t o
Aristotle's  Poetics,
includes  several  key
stages:  the  exposition
( i n t r o d u c t i o n  o f
characters,  setting,
and  initial  situation),
the  rising  action  (a
series  of  conflicts  that
b u i l d  t o w a r d s  a
climax),  the  climax
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(the  turning  point  of
the  story,  often  the
moment  of  greatest
tension),  the  falling
a c t i o n  ( t h e
consequences  of  the
c l i m a x ) ,  a n d  t h e
r e s o l u t i o n  o r
denouement  (where
loose ends are tied up).
However,  not  all  plots
fo l l ow  th i s  l i near
model.  Modern  and
postmodern  literature
o f t e n  p l a y s  w i t h
chronology,  us ing
flashbacks,  nonlinear
t imel ines,  or  even
fragmented narratives.
For example, in William
Faulkner's  The  Sound
and the Fury, the story
is  told  from  multiple
perspect ives  and
jumps unpredictably in
time.  Regardless  of
structure,  every  plot
r e l i e s  o n
conflict—internal  or
external—to  drive  the
story.  Without  conflict,
there is no plot. When

examining what is the
e l e m e n t s  o f
literature ,  plot  is
o f t e n  t h e  m o s t
immediately noticeable
element,  but  it  works
in concert with all  the
others.

2. CHARACTER:
THE HEART OF THE
STORY

Characters  are  the
people  (or  sometimes
animals,  robots,  or
supernatural  beings)
who inhabit  the story.
They  are  the  vehicles
through which readers
experience  the  plot
a n d  t h e m e s .
Characters  can  be
analyzed along several
d i m e n s i o n s .  T h e
protagonist  is  the
central  figure,  often
the  hero  or  antihero,
whose  journey  we
follow  most  closely.
T h e  a n t a g o n i s t
o p p o s e s  t h e
protagonist,  creating
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conflict.  Supporting
characters  fill  out  the
wor ld  and  provide
c o n t r a s t ,
companionship,  or
obstacles.
Characters can also be
classified  by  how
developed  they  are.
Round  characters
a r e  c o m p l e x ,
multidimensional,  and
capable  of  change.
They  feel  real,  with
conflicting  motivations
and growth arcs.  Flat
c h a r a c t e r s  a r e
s i m p l e r ,  o f t e n
representing  a  single
trait or idea, and they
do  not  change  much
during  the  story.  In
Charles  Dickens'  A
Chr i s tmas  Ca ro l ,
Ebenezer  Scrooge
begins as a miserly flat
c h a r a c t e r  b u t
t rans forms  in to  a
g e n e r o u s ,  r o u n d
character  through  the
c o u r s e  o f  h i s
s u p e r n a t u r a l

encounters. The depth
of characterization is a
crucial part of what is
the  e lements  of
l i te rature ,  a s  i t
determines  how much
r e a d e r s  i n v e s t
emotional ly  in  the
narrative.
A u t h o r s  r e v e a l
character  through  five
methods:  appearance,
s p e e c h ,  a c t i o n s ,
thoughts,  and  what
other  characters  say
about  them.  A  skilled
writer  uses  all  these
t o o l s  t o  c r e a t e
memorable figures that
linger  long  after  the
book is closed.

3. SETTING: THE
WORLD OF THE
STORY

Setting  refers  to  the
time, place, and social
environment  in  which
the story unfolds. It is
much  more  than  a
scen ic  backdrop ;
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setting  influences
m o o d ,  c h a r a c t e r
behavior, and even the
plot  itself.  A story set
in  a  war-torn  city  will
likely  explore  themes
of  survival  and  loss,
wh i le  one  se t  in  a
tranquil  countryside
m i g h t  f o c u s  o n
iso la t ion  or  inner
peace. The setting can
be  a  character  in  its
o w n  r i g h t ,  a s  i n
Thomas  Hardy's  The
Return  of  the  Native,
w h e r e  t h e  v a s t ,
brooding Egdon Heath
shapes  the  lives  and
fates of the characters.
Setting  includes  not
o n l y  p h y s i c a l
geography  but  also
h is tor ica l  per iod,
cultural  norms,  and
w e a t h e r .  T h e
oppressive  heat  in
A e s c h y l u s ' s
Agamemnon or the fog
in  D ickens '  Bleak
H o u s e  a r e  n o t
i n c i d e n t a l ;  t h e y

c o n t r i b u t e  t o
a t m o s p h e r e  a n d
m e a n i n g .  W h e n
analyzing what is the
e l e m e n t s  o f
l i t e r a t u r e ,  p a y
attention  to  how  the
setting  interacts  with
other  elements.  For
instance, a character's
internal  conflict  might
b e  m i r r o r e d  b y  a
storm,  or  a  peaceful
setting  may  create
ironic  contrast  with
v i o l e n t  e v e n t s .
Effective use of  setting
immerses  the  reader
and  reinforces  the
themes of the work.

4. THEME: THE
CENTRAL IDEA

If plot is what happens
and character is who it
happens  t o ,  t hen
theme  is  what  it  all
means.  Theme  is  the
central idea, message,
or  insight  that  the
a u t h o r  e x p l o r e s
throughout the work. It
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is not the same as the
subject (e.g., love, war,
family), but rather the
statement  about  that
subject (e.g.,  love can
be  destructive;  war
d e h u m a n i z e s
everyone). Themes can
be  expl icit ,  stated
directly  by  a  narrator
or character, but more
often they are implicit,
emerging  through  the
action,  symbols,  and
dialogue.
Most  literary  works
c o n t a i n  m u l t i p l e
themes.  For  example,
Harper  Lee's  To Kill  a
Mockingbird  explores
t h e m e s  o f  r a c i a l
injustice, moral growth,
and  empathy.  The
theme  is  what  gives
the  story  its  lasting
power  and  relevance.
When asking  what is
the  e lements  of
literature,  theme  is
t h e  e l e m e n t  t h a t
connects the art to our
own lives, encouraging

reflection  on  universal
human experiences. To
identify  the  theme,
consider  the  conflicts
and  how  they  a re
resolved,  what  the
characters  learn,  and
what  symbols  recur.
T h e  t h e m e  i s  t h e
i n t e l l e c t u a l  a n d
emotional  core  of  the
narrative.

5. POINT OF VIEW:
THE LENS OF THE
STORY

Point  of  view  (POV)
determines  who  tells
the  story  and  how
much  the  reader  is
allowed to  know.  It  is
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
power fu l  too ls  an
a u t h o r  h a s ,  a s  i t
shapes every aspect of
t h e  r e a d e r ' s
experience.  The  main
types are:

First-person:
The narrator is a
character within
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the story, using
"I" or "we." This
creates intimacy
but limits
knowledge to
what that
character
perceives.
Example: J.D.
Salinger's The
Catcher in the
Rye.
Second-person:
The narrator
addresses the
reader as "you,"
making the
reader a
character. Less
common, but
effective in
immersive or
experimental
works (e.g., Jay
McInerney's
Bright Lights, Big
City).
Third-person
limited: The
narrator is
outside the story
but closely

follows one
character's
thoughts and
feelings. This
provides a
balance of
intimacy and
flexibility.
Example: J.K.
Rowling's Harry
Potter series.
Third-person
omniscient: The
all-knowing
narrator can
delve into any
character's mind
and knows the
past, present,
and future. This
gives the author
wide freedom to
reveal
information.
Example: Leo
Tolstoy's War
and Peace.
Third-person
objective: The
narrator reports
only what can be
seen and heard,
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without entering
any character's
mind. This
creates a
detached,
documentary-like
effect. Example:
Ernest
Hemingway's
"Hills Like White
Elephants."

The  choice  of  POV
directly affects how we
e m p a t h i z e  w i t h
characters,  how  much
suspense is generated,
and what we believe to
be  true.  In  exploring
what is the elements
of literature, point of
view is crucial because
it  is  the  filter  through
which  everything  else
i s  d e l i v e r e d .  A n
unreliable  first-person
narrator,  for  instance,
can make us question
the entire story, adding
layers of complexity.

6. STYLE AND
TONE: THE
AUTHOR'S VOICE

Style  refers  to  the
author's  distinctive
manner of writing—the
choices  they  make
about  word  choice
(diction),  sentence
structure  (syntax),
figurative  language,
and  rhythm.  Tone  is
the attitude the author
conveys  toward  the
subject,  characters,  or
audience.  Together,
style  and  tone  create
the "voice" of the work.
A  writer  like  Ernest
Hemingway  is  known
for a terse, economical
style and a restrained
tone, while James Joyce
employs  a  dense ,
lyrical  style  with  a
more  ironic  or  playful
tone.
Style  can  vary  vastly
even  within  the  same
genre.  Consider  the
difference between the
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ornate,  descriptive
p r o s e  o f  F .  S c o t t
Fitzgerald  and  the
stark ,  min ima l i s t
writing  of  Raymond
Carver. When studying
what is the elements
of  literature,  style
and  tone  are  often
what  give  a  work  its
unique  flavor.  They
affect  the
mood—whether  the
story  feels  somber,
h u m o r o u s ,
s u s p e n s e f u l ,  o r
whimsical.  An  author
might use long, flowing
sentences  to  create  a
dreamlike  atmosphere
o r  s h o r t ,  a b r u p t
sentences  to  convey
urgency  or  anxiety.
Recognizing  stylistic
c h o i c e s  d e e p e n s
appreciation  for  the
craft  of  writing.

7. IMAGERY AND
SYMBOLISM: THE
LANGUAGE OF THE

SENSES

Imagery is  the use of
v i v i d ,  s e n s o r y
language  to  create
mental  pictures.  It
appea l s  t o  s i gh t ,
sound,  smell,  taste,
and  touch.  Imagery
m a k e s  a b s t r a c t
concepts concrete and
helps  the  reader  feel
present  in  the  story.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,
describing  a  "bitter
wind that tasted of salt
and  rust"  immediately
evokes a harsh coastal
setting. Symbolism, on
the other hand, occurs
w h e n  a n  o b j e c t ,
person ,  o r  ac t ion
stands  for  something
beyond itself—often an
abstract idea. A classic
example  is  the  green
l ight  in  The  Great
G a t s b y ,  w h i c h
symbolizes  Gatsby's
hopes and dreams, as
well  as  the  elusive
American  Dream.
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S y m b o l s  c a n  b e
universal  (a  cross
representing  faith)  or
specific  to  the  work
(the  scarlet  letter  "A"
in Hawthorne's  novel).
Authors  often  layer
symbols  throughout
the narrative,  creating
a  r i c h  t e x t u r e  o f
m e a n i n g .  W h e n
analyzing what is the
e l e m e n t s  o f
l i t e r a t u r e ,  p a y
attention  to  recurring
i m a g e s  o r
ob jects—they  are
rarely  accidental .
Together, imagery and
symbolism deepen the
reader's emotional and
i n t e l l e c t u a l
engagement, turning a
simple  event  into  a
powerful  metaphor.

8. CONFLICT: THE
ENGINE OF
NARRATIVE

Conflict  is  the  struggle
between  opposing
forces  that  drives  the

plot.  Without  conflict,
there  i s  no  s to ry .
Conflicts  can  be
external (character vs.
character,  character
vs.  society,  character
vs.  nature,  character
vs.  fate)  or  internal
(character  vs.  self).
Most  stories  contain
mul t ip le  leve ls  o f
conflict.  In  George
Orwell's 1984, Winston
Smith  faces  external
conflict  against  the
totalitarian  regime,  as
well as internal conflict
as he struggles with his
o w n  d o u b t s  a n d
desires.
Conflict  is  intimately
linked with theme and
c h a r a c t e r
development. The way
a  character  responds
to conflict reveals their
values,  strengths,  and
weaknesses.  When
exploring what is the
e l e m e n t s  o f
literature, conflict is a
key analytical tool. Ask



What Is The Elements Of Literature 11

11

yourself:  What  is  the
central  conflict?  How
does it  escalate?  How
is  it  resolved (or  is  it
r e s o l v e d ) ?  T h e
reso lu t i on  o f  t he
conflict  often  delivers
the  story's  emotional
and  thematic  payoff.

9. DIALOGUE:
VOICES IN
CONVERSATION

Dialogue is the spoken
exchange  between
characters.  It  serves
multiple  purposes:
revealing  character,
advancing  the  plot,
conveying information,
and  creating  rhythm
and  pace.  Realistic
dialogue  captures  the
way  people  actually
s p e a k — w i t h
interruptions,  pauses,
s u b t e x t ,  a n d
idiosyncrasies.  But
literary dialogue is also
carefully crafted; every
line  should  serve  a
purpose.  Dialogue can

create tension, provide
comic relief, or express
themes indirectly.
In  many  works,  what
characters  do  not  say
is as important as what
they say. Subtext—the
underlying  meaning
b e n e a t h  t h e
words—adds depth. For
e x a m p l e ,  i n  a
conversation  where
two  characters  talk
about  the  weather
while clearly avoiding a
pa in fu l  top ic ,  the
dialogue  reveals  their
e m o t i o n a l  s t a t e .
U n d e r s t a n d i n g
dialogue  as  a  core
component of what is
the  e lements  of
l i terature  he lps
readers appreciate how
authors  convey  story
without  resorting  to
expos i t i on .  Good
dialogue  feels  natural
but  is  anything  but
random.
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10. FIGURATIVE
LANGUAGE AND

LITERARY DEVICES

Figurative  language
includes  metaphors,
similes, personification,
hyperbole,  and  other
devices  that  compare
o r  m a n i p u l a t e
language  for  effect.

These are not separate
f r o m  t h e  o t h e r
elements  but  are  the
tools  used  to  create
imagery,  tone,  and
s y m b o l i s m .  A
metaphor  l ike  "the
w o r l d  i s  a  s t a g e "
compresses  complex
meaning  into  a  few
words


