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Plot. The plot in a dramatic or narrative work is the structure of its actions, as
these are ordered and rendered toward achieving particular emotional and artistic
effects. This definition is deceptively simple, because the actions (including
verbal as well as physical actions) are performed by particular characters in a
work, and are the means by which they exhibit their moral and dispositional
qualities. Plot and Character are therefore interdependent critical concepts—as
Henry James has said, ‘“What is character but the determination of incident?
What is incident but the illustration of character?’’ Notice also that there is a
difference between the plot and the ‘‘story’’—that is, a mere synopsis of the
temporal order of the events incorporated in a work of literature. As we usually
summarize a work, we say that first this happens, then that, then that. . . . It is
only when we say how this is related to that, and in what ways all these matters
are rendered and organized so as to achieve their particular effects, that a synop-
sis begins to be adequate to the actual plot. (For the distinction between story and
plot, see Fiction.)

There are a great variety of plot forms. For example, some plots are de-
signed to achieve tragic effects, and others to achieve the effects of comedy,
romance, or satire (see Genre). Each of these types in turn exhibits an indefinite

variety of plot patterns, and may be represented in the mode of drama or of
narrative, and in verse or in prose. The following terms, widely current in
criticism, are useful in analyzing the component elements of plots and in helping
to discriminate among types of plots in traditional forms of narrative and dra-
matic literature.

The chief character in a work, on whem our interest centers, is called the
protagonist or hero, and if he is pitted against an important opponent, that
character is called an antagonist. Hamlet is the protagonist and King Claudius
the antagonist in Shakespeare’s play, and the relation between them is one of
conflict. Many, but far from all, plots deal with a conflict (Thornton Wilder’s
Our Town, for example, does not). In addition to the conflict between individu-
als, there may be the conflict of a protagonist against fate, or against the cir-
cumstances that stand between him and a goal he has set himself; and in some
works, the conflict is between opposing desires or values in a character’s own
mind.

If a character sets up a scheme which depends for its success on the igno-
rance or gullibility of the person or persons against whom it is directed, it is called
an intrigue. Iago intrigues against Othello and Cassio in Shakespeare’s tragedy
Othello. A number of comedies, including Ben Jonson’s Velpone and many
Restoration plays (for example, Congreve’s The Way of the World and Wycher-
ley’s The Country Wife), have plots which turn largely on the success or failure
of an intrigue.



