
plot devices in literature
Plot devices in literature are essential tools that authors employ to shape
the narrative structure of their stories. These devices serve various
functions, from propelling the story forward to heightening emotional impact,
and they are crucial for engaging readers. Understanding plot devices can
enhance the reading experience and enable aspiring writers to craft
compelling narratives. In this article, we will explore the different types
of plot devices, their purposes, and notable examples from literature.

What are Plot Devices?

Plot devices are narrative techniques that help to drive the story. They can
introduce conflict, develop characters, or provide resolutions. Essentially,
they are elements that contribute to the story's progression and help
maintain the reader’s interest. Plot devices can take many forms, including
events, character actions, or even specific language techniques.

Types of Plot Devices

There are numerous plot devices in literature, each serving a unique purpose.
Here are some of the most common plot devices:

1. Foreshadowing

Foreshadowing is a technique used to give hints or clues about what will
happen later in the story. This device creates suspense and prepares the
reader for future events. It can be subtle, such as a seemingly innocuous
comment or a more direct indication of a forthcoming event.

- Examples of Foreshadowing:
- In Shakespeare's "Romeo and Juliet," the prologue foreshadows the tragic
fate of the two lovers.
- In "Of Mice and Men" by John Steinbeck, the death of Candy’s dog
foreshadows the fate of Lennie.

2. Flashbacks

Flashbacks are interruptions in the chronological flow of a narrative to
provide background information or context. This device allows readers to gain
insights into a character’s motivations and past experiences, enhancing their



understanding of the story.

- Examples of Flashbacks:
- In "The Great Gatsby" by F. Scott Fitzgerald, Nick Carraway uses flashbacks
to reveal Gatsby's past and his obsession with Daisy.
- "Beloved" by Toni Morrison employs flashbacks to depict the traumatic
history of slavery that haunts the characters.

3. Red Herrings

Red herrings are misleading clues or distractions that divert the reader's
attention from the true issue or resolution. This device is commonly used in
mystery and thriller genres to create suspense and keep readers guessing.

- Examples of Red Herrings:
- In Agatha Christie’s "Murder on the Orient Express," various characters
appear suspicious, but the true murderer is cleverly concealed.
- In "The Da Vinci Code" by Dan Brown, numerous clues lead readers in
different directions before revealing the truth.

4. Cliffhangers

A cliffhanger is a suspenseful situation at the end of a chapter or section
that leaves readers eager to find out what happens next. This device is
particularly effective in serialized storytelling, where it encourages
readers to continue to the next installment.

- Examples of Cliffhangers:
- In "The Hunger Games" by Suzanne Collins, each chapter often ends with a
shocking event that compels readers to keep turning pages.
- The TV adaptation of "Game of Thrones" frequently ends episodes with
cliffhangers that spark discussions and theories among fans.

5. Deus Ex Machina

Deus ex machina is a plot device where an unexpected power or event saves a
seemingly hopeless situation. While it can provide a neat resolution, it is
often criticized for undermining the story's internal logic and character
development.

- Examples of Deus Ex Machina:
- In "The Lord of the Rings," the arrival of the Eagles at a critical moment
saves the characters from dire situations.
- In "The Tempest" by Shakespeare, the character of Prospero resolves
conflicts through his magical powers, which can feel abrupt to some readers.



6. Symbolism

Symbolism involves using objects, characters, or events to represent larger
ideas or themes. This device adds depth to the narrative and encourages
readers to look beyond the literal meaning.

- Examples of Symbolism:
- In "The Great Gatsby," the green light symbolizes Gatsby's unattainable
dreams and aspirations.
- In "Moby-Dick" by Herman Melville, the white whale represents the elusive
nature of knowledge and truth.

The Purpose of Plot Devices

Understanding the purpose of plot devices can greatly enhance both the
writing process and the reading experience. Here are some key purposes that
plot devices serve:

1. Creating Tension and Suspense

Many plot devices are designed to create tension and suspense, keeping
readers on the edge of their seats. Devices like foreshadowing and
cliffhangers build anticipation for what is to come.

2. Developing Characters

Plot devices often reveal character traits and motivations. Flashbacks, for
example, can provide insight into a character's past, while symbolism can
highlight their struggles or desires.

3. Advancing the Plot

Plot devices are crucial for moving the story forward. They help to introduce
conflict, resolve issues, and create a satisfying narrative arc. Without
effective plot devices, stories can feel stagnant or aimless.

4. Engaging the Reader

Good plot devices capture the reader's attention and keep them invested in
the story. Whether through twists, turns, or emotional depth, these devices



encourage readers to remain engaged with the narrative.

Notable Examples of Plot Devices in Literature

Throughout literary history, many authors have effectively employed plot
devices to enhance their storytelling. Here are a few notable examples:

1. "Macbeth" by William Shakespeare

Shakespeare utilizes foreshadowing and symbolism to great effect in
"Macbeth." The witches' prophecies foreshadow Macbeth's rise and fall, while
blood serves as a powerful symbol of guilt and ambition.

2. "The Catcher in the Rye" by J.D. Salinger

Salinger uses flashbacks and unreliable narration in "The Catcher in the
Rye." The protagonist, Holden Caulfield, recounts events from a mental
institution, creating a complex narrative that explores themes of alienation
and identity.

3. "The Kite Runner" by Khaled Hosseini

Hosseini employs flashbacks to unravel the protagonist's complex past,
revealing how childhood choices impact adulthood. The use of symbolism, such
as the kite, represents both freedom and betrayal.

Conclusion

Plot devices are indispensable tools in the craft of storytelling. They serve
to enhance narrative structure, engage readers, and deepen character
development. Understanding the various types of plot devices and their
purposes allows readers to appreciate literature on a more profound level and
empowers writers to craft compelling and memorable stories. Whether through
foreshadowing, flashbacks, or cliffhangers, effective plot devices can
transform a simple tale into a rich and immersive experience. As readers and
writers alike navigate the world of literature, an awareness of these devices
can lead to a greater appreciation for the art of storytelling.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is a plot device and why is it important in
literature?
A plot device is a technique used by authors to advance the story or develop
the plot. It is important because it helps create tension, maintain reader
interest, and drive character development.

Can you give an example of a common plot device in
literature?
One common plot device is the 'MacGuffin', which refers to an object or goal
that serves as a trigger for the plot. An example would be the One Ring in
'The Lord of the Rings', which motivates characters and drives the narrative.

How does foreshadowing function as a plot device?
Foreshadowing is a plot device that gives hints or clues about what will
happen later in the story. It builds suspense and prepares the reader for
future events, making the plot more engaging and cohesive.

What role do cliffhangers play as a plot device?
Cliffhangers are used to create suspense and keep readers on the edge of
their seats by ending a chapter or section at a crucial moment. This
encourages readers to continue to find out what happens next.

How can the use of unreliable narrators serve as a
plot device?
Unreliable narrators create intrigue and complexity in a story by presenting
a skewed or deceptive perspective. This device challenges readers to question
the truth and can lead to surprising plot twists.
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