
What Is Plot In Literature 1

What Is Plot In Literature

What Is Plot In Literature Downloaded from template-dev.mobaptist.org by Morgan & Olson

INTRODUCTION: THE ENGINE THAT DRIVES EVERY STORY

Every  time  we  open  a  book,  watch  a  film,  or  listen  to  a  tale  told  around  a  fire,  we  are  engaging  with  one  of  the  most  fundamental  concepts  in
storytelling: the plot. But what is plot in literature exactly? This question lies at the heart of understanding how narratives work, how they grip our
attention, and why some stories stay with us for a lifetime while others fade from memory the moment we turn the final page. In literary terms, plot is
far more than a simple sequence of events. It is the carefully structured arrangement of those events that creates cause and effect, builds tension,
and ultimately delivers meaning. Without a well-constructed plot, even the most beautiful prose or the most fascinating characters can feel aimless.
This article will explore the definition of plot, its essential components, the different types of plots that writers use, and why mastering this element is
crucial for anyone who wants to understand or create compelling literature.

DEFINING PLOT: MORE THAN JUST WHAT HAPPENS

When  we  ask  what  is  plot  in  literature,  it  is  tempting  to  offer  a  simple  answer:  plot  is  what  happens  in  the  story.  However,  this  definition  is
incomplete and can be misleading. A list of events—the king died, and then the queen died—is not a plot. It is merely a chronology. Plot emerges
when we add causality: the king died, and then the queen died of grief. That single word "because" transforms a simple timeline into a meaningful
narrative structure. The plot is the logical, emotional, and dramatic framework that connects events, showing how each incident leads to the next and
why those events matter to the characters and the reader.
The renowned British novelist E.M. Forster famously distinguished between story and plot in his book Aspects of the Novel. He explained that a story
is a narrative of events arranged in their time sequence, whereas a plot is a narrative of events arranged in a sequence that emphasizes causality.
This distinction is crucial for understanding what is plot in literature. A plot gives shape and purpose to the raw material of a story. It selects which
events to include, decides the order in which to present them, and determines how much weight each moment carries. In essence, the plot is the
storyteller’s blueprint for building an engaging and meaningful experience.

THE FIVE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF PLOT

Most narratives, from ancient epics to modern novels, follow a recognizable structure. While there are many variations and experiments, the
traditional  plot  structure—often called Freytag’s Pyramid after  the 19th-century German novelist  Gustav Freytag—breaks down a plot  into five key
parts. Understanding these elements helps answer what is plot in literature in a practical, actionable way.

1. Exposition: Setting the Stage
The exposition is the beginning of the story where the writer introduces the reader to the world of the narrative. This includes the setting, the main
characters, the tone of the work, and the basic situation. In a well-crafted exposition, the writer provides just enough information for the reader to
understand the context without overwhelming them with background details. The exposition answers questions like: Where and when does the story
take  place?  Who  is  the  protagonist?  What  is  their  ordinary  world  like  before  the  central  conflict  begins?  In  Shakespeare’s  Romeo  and  Juliet,  the
exposition introduces the feuding families of Montague and Capulet and the city of Verona, establishing the hostile environment into which the lovers
are born.

2. Rising Action: Building Tension
The  rising  action  is  the  longest  section  of  most  plots.  It  begins  after  the  inciting  incident—the  event  that  sets  the  main  conflict  in  motion—and
continues until the story reaches its climax. During this phase, the protagonist faces obstacles, makes choices, and encounters complications that
raise the stakes and deepen the conflict. The rising action is where suspense is built, subplots may be introduced, and characters are tested. This is
the engine of the narrative, the part that keeps readers turning pages. In The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins, the rising action includes Katniss
volunteering as tribute, her training, her preparation for the Games, and the early stages of the competition itself. Each event raises the tension and
moves the story toward its turning point.

3. Climax: The Turning Point
The climax is the moment of greatest tension in the story. It is the turning point where the protagonist faces the central conflict head-on and makes a
decision or takes an action that determines the outcome. The climax is often the most emotionally intense scene in the narrative. It is not necessarily
the most action-packed moment, but it is the point where the story’s central question is answered. In To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee, the climax
occurs during the trial of Tom Robinson when Atticus Finch delivers his closing argument. The tension is at its peak, and the outcome of the

trial—though tragic—solidifies the novel’s themes of justice and prejudice. Understanding what is plot in literature  requires recognizing that the
climax is the heartbeat of the narrative.

4. Falling Action: The Aftermath
After the climax, the falling action shows the consequences of the protagonist’s choices. Tension begins to decrease, and the story moves toward
resolution. Loose ends are tied up, and the reader sees how the characters are affected by the events of the climax. The falling action can be brief or
extended, depending on the story. In Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, the falling action includes Harry’s conversation with Dumbledore in a
limbo-like King’s Cross station and the aftermath of Voldemort’s defeat. This section provides closure and allows the reader to process the emotional
impact of the climax.

5. Resolution: The Final Picture
The resolution,  also  called  the denouement,  is  the  conclusion of  the  story.  It  shows the new normal  for  the  characters  after  the conflict  has  been
resolved. A satisfying resolution does not necessarily mean a happy ending, but it provides a sense of completeness. The reader understands where
the characters are and what has changed. In some stories, the resolution is open-ended, leaving room for interpretation or a sequel. Regardless, the
resolution is the final piece that answers the question of what is plot in literature by showing the outcome of the entire narrative journey.

TYPES OF PLOTS: FROM TRAGIC TO TRIUMPHANT

While  the  five-part  structure  is  a  useful  framework,  stories  can  follow  many  different  plot  patterns.  Writers  and  scholars  have  identified  several
recurring plot types that appear across cultures and time periods. Recognizing these types deepens our understanding of what is plot in literature
and shows the versatility of narrative design.

The Quest: The protagonist sets out to achieve a goal or find an object of great importance. Examples include The Odyssey, The Lord of the
Rings, and Indiana Jones. The quest plot emphasizes journey, growth, and perseverance.
The Tragedy: The protagonist is brought down by a fatal flaw (hamartia) or by circumstances beyond their control. The plot moves from a high
point to a low point, often ending in death or ruin. Macbeth, Oedipus Rex, and Death of a Salesman are classic examples.
The Comedy: In literary terms, comedy does not necessarily mean funny. It refers to a plot that moves from confusion and conflict to harmony
and resolution, often ending with a wedding or a reunion. A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Pride and Prejudice follow this structure.
The Rebirth: The protagonist undergoes a profound transformation, often due to an external event or the influence of another character. A
Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens is a perfect example, with Scrooge moving from miserly miser to generous benefactor.
The Journey and Return: The protagonist leaves their ordinary world, travels to a strange or dangerous place, and returns home changed.
This plot type is often combined with the quest. The Wizard of Oz and Alice in Wonderland are classic examples.

PLOT VS. STORY: A CRUCIAL DISTINCTION

One of the most important concepts when studying what is plot in literature is the difference between plot and story. These terms are often used
interchangeably, but in literary analysis, they refer to distinct aspects of a narrative. The story is the chronological sequence of events from beginning
to end. It answers the question: What happened? The plot, on the other hand, is the arrangement of those events in a way that creates meaning,
suspense, and emotional impact. The plot may rearrange the timeline, use flashbacks or flash-forwards, or focus on specific moments while ignoring
others.
Consider  the  film  Pulp  Fiction  by  Quentin  Tarantino.  If  you  told  the  story  in  chronological  order,  it  would  be  a  relatively  straightforward  tale.  But
Tarantino’s plot rearranges the timeline, interweaving different character arcs and jumping backward and forward in time. This plot structure creates
surprises, highlights thematic connections, and makes the narrative far more engaging than a linear story would be. So when we ask what is plot in
literature, we are asking about the deliberate, artistic arrangement of events—not just the events themselves.

PLOT DEVICES: TOOLS OF THE TRADE

Writers have developed a wide range of plot devices to make their narratives more effective. These are techniques used to advance the plot, create
suspense, or reveal information. Understanding these devices enriches our answer to what is plot in literature by showing the craft behind the
structure.

Foreshadowing: The writer hints at events that will occur later in the story. This builds anticipation and creates a sense of inevitability. In Of
Mice and Men, the death of Candy’s dog foreshadows the later death of Lennie.
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Flashback: The narrative moves backward in time to show events that happened before the current point in the story. Flashbacks provide
background information and deepen character motivation. The Great Gatsby uses flashbacks to reveal Gatsby’s past with Daisy.
In Medias Res: Latin for "in the middle of things," this device starts the story at a crucial moment rather than at the beginning. The Iliad
begins in medias res, and modern thrillers often use this technique to grab the reader’s attention immediately.
Deus Ex Machina: An unexpected, improbable event that resolves a seemingly impossible situation. This device is often criticized as a sign of
weak plotting, but it can be used effectively in certain genres, such as comedy or fantasy.
MacGuffin: An object or goal that drives the plot forward but is ultimately unimportant in itself. Alfred Hitchcock popularized this term. The
briefcase in Pulp Fiction and the Maltese Falcon in the novel of the same name are classic MacGuffins.

THE ROLE OF CONFLICT IN PLOT

Conflict is the engine of plot. Without conflict, there is no tension, no stakes, and no reason for the reader to care. When we explore what is plot in

literature, we must recognize that plot is essentially the structure through which conflict is introduced, developed, and resolved. Conflict can take
many forms: a person against another person, a person against society, a person against nature, a person against technology, or a person against
themselves. Internal conflict—a character struggling with their own fears, desires, or moral dilemmas—can be just as compelling as external conflict.
In Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment, the external plot revolves around Raskolnikov’s murder of a pawnbroker and his attempts to avoid
detection, but the internal conflict—his guilt, his rationalizations, and his eventual confession—is what gives the plot its depth and power.

CONCLUSION: WHY PLOT MATTERS

So, what is plot in literature? It is the backbone of narrative, the organizing principle that transforms a random series of events into a meaningful
story. Plot gives direction to characters, purpose to conflict, and satisfaction to readers. It is the reason we stay up late to finish a novel, the reason
we lean forward in our seats during a movie, and the reason certain stories stay with us for a lifetime. Understanding plot is essential not only for
writers who want to craft effective narratives but also for readers


