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INTRODUCTION: THE ENGINE OF EVERY STORY

Every time we open a book or watch a film, we are drawn into a
sequence of  events that captures our curiosity and holds our
attention.  That  sequence is  the  plot.  But  what  is  the  plot  in
literature exactly? For centuries, writers and critics have debated
its definition, yet the fundamental concept remains simple: plot is
the  structured  arrangement  of  events  that  makes  a  story
compelling. Without plot, characters wander aimlessly, settings
lose  their  purpose,  and  themes  remain  unexpressed.  In  this
article, we will explore the essence of plot, its core components,
the various structures it can take, and why it remains one of the
most vital elements of storytelling.
Whether you are a student, a budding writer, or simply a lover of
stories,  understanding  plot  deepens  your  appreciation  of
literature. By the end of this guide, you will not only know what
plot means but also recognise it in action across novels, short
stories,  and plays. Let us begin our journey into the heart of
narrative.

DEFINING PLOT: MORE THAN JUST A SEQUENCE OF
EVENTS

Many  people  confuse  plot  with  story.  In  his  influential  book
Aspects of the Novel,  E.M. Forster made a famous distinction:
“The king died and then the queen died” is a story, but “The king
died, and then the queen died of grief” is a plot. What is the plot
in  literature according to  Forster?  It  is  a  sequence of  events
connected by causality. The queen’s death happens because of
the king’s death, not merely after it. This causal link transforms a
simple chronology into a meaningful narrative.
Plot, therefore, involves more than listing what happens. It asks
why events happen and how they influence one another. A good
plot creates tension, raises questions, and eventually resolves
them. It gives direction to character actions and weaves them
into a coherent whole. Without causality, a story feels flat; with it,
the reader becomes invested in the outcome.

The Difference Between
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Plot and Theme
Another common confusion is between plot and theme. While plot
answers “what happens,” theme answers “what it means.” For
example,  in  George  Orwell’s  Nineteen  Eighty-Four,  the  plot
follows Winston Smith’s rebellion against a totalitarian regime.
The theme, however, deals with oppression, surveillance, and the
nature of  truth.  Both elements work together,  but plot  is  the
vehicle that carries the thematic message to the reader.

Why Plot Matters to
Readers
Readers come to literature for many reasons: to escape, to learn,
to feel.  But at the most basic level,  they want to know what
happens  next.  A  well-constructed  plot  satisfies  this  curiosity  by
building  suspense,  offering  surprises,  and delivering  a  satisfying
conclusion.  It  is  the  thread  that  pulls  us  through  the  pages,
making us care about the outcome.

THE ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS OF PLOT

To understand what is the plot in literature, we must examine its
building blocks. Most plots follow a classic structure often called
Freytag’s  Pyramid,  named  after  the  19th-century  German
novelist Gustav Freytag. This model breaks plot into five stages:

Exposition – The beginning of the story, where characters,1.

setting, and initial conflict are introduced.
Rising Action – A series of events that build tension and2.
complicate the conflict.
Climax – The turning point, often the most intense3.
moment, where the protagonist faces a critical decision.
Falling Action – Events that follow the climax, leading4.
toward resolution.
Resolution (or Denouement) – The conclusion, where5.
conflicts are resolved and loose ends are tied.

While not every story adheres strictly to this pyramid, it provides
a useful framework. Let us examine each element in more detail.

Exposition: Setting the
Stage
Exposition introduces the world of the story. It reveals who the
protagonist is, where they live, and what their ordinary life looks
like.  More  importantly,  it  hints  at  the  central  conflict  that  will
drive the plot. For example, in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and the
Philosopher’s Stone, the exposition shows Harry living unhappily
with the Dursleys before he learns he is a wizard. This sets up
both his character and the magical conflict ahead.
Effective  exposition  does  not  dump  information.  Instead,  it
weaves details naturally into the action, allowing the reader to
discover the world gradually. Master storytellers use exposition to
create curiosity rather than boredom.
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Rising Action: Building
Momentum
Once  the  conflict  is  established,  the  rising  action  introduces
obstacles  and  complications.  Each  event  raises  the  stakes,
making the protagonist’s goal harder to achieve. Subplots often
emerge  here,  adding  depth  and  complexity.  In  To  Kill  a
Mockingbird  by Harper  Lee,  the rising action includes Scout’s
encounters with prejudice, the trial  of Tom Robinson, and the
growing tension in Maycomb. These events steadily increase the
reader’s emotional investment.
Rising action is where the plot gains its momentum. Without it,
the story would lack tension and feel rushed. Skilful writers pace
this section carefully, interspersing quiet moments with dramatic
peaks.

Climax: The Moment of
Truth
The climax is the peak of the story’s tension. It is the point where
the protagonist  must  make a decisive choice or  confront  the
primary antagonist. In William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet,
the climax occurs when Romeo kills Tybalt, an act that seals the
tragic  fate  of  both  lovers.  From this  point,  the  story  moves
inexorably toward its sorrowful conclusion.

Many readers remember the climax best because it delivers the
highest  emotional  payoff.  A  weak  climax  can  ruin  an  otherwise
excellent story, while a powerful one lingers in memory long after
the book is closed.

Falling Action: Unravelling
the Knot
After the climax, the falling action shows the consequences of the
protagonist’s  choices.  Tension decreases,  but  the story is  not
over.  Loose  ends  are  addressed,  and  secondary  characters
resolve their arcs. In The Great Gatsby, the falling action follows
Gatsby’s  death,  revealing  the  reactions  of  those around him,
including Nick Carraway’s disillusionment. This section allows the
reader to reflect on the themes before the final conclusion.

Resolution: Bringing
Closure
The  resolution,  also  called  denouement,  provides  a  sense  of
closure. It may show the characters returning to a new normal or
highlight the lasting impact of the story’s events. In some modern
literature, resolutions are ambiguous, leaving readers to interpret
the  ending  themselves.  However,  even  open-ended  stories
require a structural finish that feels intentional.
Understanding  these  five  elements  clarifies  what  is  the  plot  in



4

4 What Is The Plot In Literature 2024-09-22

literature: a carefully constructed arc that guides the reader from
beginning to end.

TYPES OF PLOT STRUCTURES

While Freytag’s Pyramid is the most familiar plot structure, many
other patterns exist. Writers often choose a structure that best
serves their story’s purpose. Here are some common types:

Linear Plot – Events unfold in chronological order. This is
the most straightforward approach, used in many classic
novels like Pride and Prejudice.
Non-linear Plot – The story jumps back and forth in time.
Flashbacks, flash-forwards, or parallel timelines create
complexity. Examples include Emily Brontë’s Wuthering
Heights and Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five.
Circular Plot – The story ends where it began. The
protagonist may have grown, but they return to a similar
situation. James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake famously uses a
circular structure.
Episodic Plot – A series of loosely connected episodes
centered on a main character. This is common in
picaresque novels like Don Quixote or in travel narratives.
In Medias Res – The story starts in the middle of the
action, with background information revealed later.
Homer’s The Iliad and many modern thrillers use this
technique.

Each  structure  affects  how  the  reader  experiences  the  story.  A
non-linear  plot  can  create  mystery,  while  a  linear  one builds

steady anticipation.  The choice of  plot  structure is  a  creative
decision that defines the narrative's rhythm.

Subplots and Their Role
Most novels contain more than one plot line. The main plot drives
the story forward, while subplots add richness and complexity.
Subplots often involve secondary characters and explore themes
that  complement  the  central  narrative.  For  example,  in  Jane
Austen’s  Emma,  the  main  plot  follows  Emma’s  misguided
matchmaking, while the subplot involving Jane Fairfax and Frank
Churchill reveals secrets and deepens the social commentary.
Skillfully  woven  subplots  enhance  the  main  plot  without
distracting from it. They provide breathing room between intense
moments  and  offer  different  perspectives.  A  story  with  well-
integrated  subplots  feels  more  lifelike  and  satisfying.

IMPORTANT PLOT TECHNIQUES

Beyond structure, writers employ various techniques to make plot
engaging.  Understanding these tools  helps readers  appreciate
the  craft  and  writers  apply  them  effectively.  Key  techniques
include:

Foreshadowing – Hints or clues about future events.
Foreshadowing builds anticipation and can create a sense
of inevitability. In Of Mice and Men, John Steinbeck
foreshadows Lennie’s tragic end through repeated imagery
of rabbits and soft things.
Flashback – A scene that interrupts the present to show
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an earlier event. Flashbacks reveal character motivations
or backstory. In Gone Girl, Gillian Flynn uses flashbacks to
gradually uncover the truth about the marriage.
Chekhov’s Gun – The principle that every element
introduced in a story must be used later. If a gun appears
on the wall in act one, it must be fired by act three. This
ensures that nothing feels extraneous.
Red Herring – A false clue that misleads the reader. This is
common in mystery novels, where the detective and reader
follow a wrong trail before discovering the real culprit.
Deus Ex Machina – An unexpected, often improbable
resolution that comes from outside the story. Critics often
view it as a weakness, but it can be used deliberately for
ironic effect.

These techniques are the tools that bring a plot to life.  They
create suspense, deepen meaning, and reward attentive readers.

WHY PLOT IS CRUCIAL IN LITERATURE

Some literary  works  experiment  with  near-plotless  narratives,
such  as  Virginia  Woolf’s  Mrs  Dalloway  or  Samuel  Beckett’s
Waiting for Godot. These pieces focus more on consciousness,
language, or philosophy. Yet even they contain a minimal plot—a

day  in  the  life,  or  two  men waiting  for  someone who never
arrives. Plot, in some form, is almost impossible to escape.
What  is  the plot  in  literature  if  not  the scaffolding that  supports
all  other  elements?  It  provides  structure  to  character
development, allows themes to unfold, and gives the reader a
path to follow. Without plot, literature would be a collection of
beautiful but disconnected thoughts. Plot transforms words into
worlds.
Moreover,  plot  engages  our  primordial  love  for  stories.  From
ancient  myths  around  campfires  to  modern  Netflix  series,
humans crave narratives with beginnings, middles, and ends. Plot
satisfies this craving by offering coherence and emotional arc. It
is the reason we stay up late to finish a chapter and the reason
we recommend books to friends.

EXAMPLES FROM CLASSIC AND MODERN LITERATURE

To solidify our understanding, let us look at how plot functions in
well-known works.

Romeo and Juliet by
William Shakespeare


