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To my local writing community. You let me prattle on about this topic for years. Well, I finally put it on paper, so you didn’t need to hear me prattle on about it anymore.

But you know I will continue twittering, babbling, jabbering, and generally discussing this topic anyway, right?





Introduction

When I first started writing fiction, it was a form of mental release from the high-computational mathematics of my PhD. It allowed me to rid myself of the pent-up stress resulting from my frustrations (and possibly maim a few characters while I did it), so I was able to function in my home life while raising two young children.

Notebook after notebook. All handwritten notes. Because the electronic beast I was fighting with on a daily basis was not going anywhere near my fantasy world. However, after I submitted my PhD thesis for review and examination, I began the laborious task of typing up the notes that were in the boxful of notebooks. And I shocked myself to discover that I had written well over 10,000 pages of single-spaced narrative (using Times New Roman, 12 pt) . . . and there was more to come.

Writing fiction had become an obsession, and I didn’t want to stop.

So, in 2013, I made the decision to treat my writing as though it was a job and not a hobby. I started the long road toward learning everything I could about this industry and crafting a good story.

The collection of writing resources within the house quickly filled up multiple bookshelves, as I gobbled up every book on the topic I could find.

And so was the birth of my fascination with story structure and everything related to it. However, in all my years of studying story structure, I have noticed something rather interesting.

Regular consumers of story, either written or film, learn to recognize the patterns that come with the rise and fall of action. They develop an instinct about when things should happen. If something is off with the pacing of a story, the readers know. They can feel it. They may not be able to explain why the pacing is off, but they still know it’s off.

Story structure models help to provide reasoning and some mathematics to what the readers know by instinct. This is why story structure is more important than some writers give it credit for.

There are so many story structure models out there, all talking about the same thing but in different ways. You can go over the top, putting complex mathematical formulas to story structure, but at its heart, every story has a beginning, a middle, and an end.

At the start of the story, a problem is introduced that needs to be solved. In the middle, things happen to test the main character, making them question their path. And the problem that was introduced in the beginning needs to be resolved in some fashion at the end.

This may seem like a simplistic view, but story structure really is that basic. Yet, I frequently see stories that either forget to define the problem at the beginning, try to pack too many things into the middle (or not enough), or are missing the ending.

As a developmental editor, I have spent waaaay too many years studying the various models out there, and I can tell you that almost every story structure model within Western society talks about the same core beat points, giving them different names. Some models are simplistic, focusing on only a few points, while others are more complex. And no one model is better than another, except in how certain models just “click” with a writer.

However, in all my years of studying story structure, I have also noticed that emphasis is often given to the protagonist of the story, focusing on their actions and decisions. The antagonist is often treated as irrelevant or ignored completely. As such, the dynamic interplay between the protagonist and the antagonist is not leveraged to its full potential.

This Book

Within the pages of this book, we will be examining the role the antagonist plays in driving the story action, much in the same way that the protagonist does. This will include a discussion of the interplay between the protagonist and the antagonist.

We will take some time to define the antagonist, examining the nature of antagonists found in literature and film, but our focus will be on story structure itself. While there will be a brief discussion of some of the more common story structure models out there, our attention will be primarily on a story structure model of my own devising, one that incorporates the antagonist into its heart.

Our discussion will start with an examination of what defines an antagonist, looking at the different types of antagonists found in story, including the non-corporeal ones.

In Part Two, we’ll take a deep dive into story structure on the micro-level, diving into each section of a story and looking at all the beats that might be present. This examination will include a discussion on how these beats manifest with different types of antagonists.

In Part Three, we will take a look at what happens to story structure when we incorporate multiple protagonists or antagonists into our stories. And we will examine how story structure works across a series as opposed to a single novel.

We’ll finish in Part Four with a simplified version of the base model, providing a list of questions that writers can work toward when drafting their novels.

While this book contains a full breakdown of story structure to provide context to the terminology used within the book, this book is not intended as a beginner resource. Part Three is targeted at writers who are wanting to take their writing skills to the next level, playing around with variations to the model.

I need to stress that this book examines story structure as it pertains to Western storytelling. I’m not talking about the western genre, but rather recognizing that stories that originate from Eastern countries (primarily Asian countries) are recognized to follow a different overall story structure model. There is nothing wrong with using Eastern models, but most readers within Western society gravitate to stories that utilize models like the one described in this book.







Part One

Understanding the Antagonist
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The Role of the Protagonist and the Antagonist

When talking about the protagonist and the antagonist, some writers instantly jump to the conclusion that we are referring to a good-guy-versus-bad-guy story.

One may ask, “What if I don’t have a villain?”

My response: “Not all stories have villains. But all stories have characters striving toward a goal of some sort . . . and there is always something getting in the way.”

It is that understanding of a character’s goal, and consequently what is getting in the way, that helps us to understand the protagonist and antagonist for a story.

Before we can truly develop an understanding of the antagonist, we need to define the protagonist.

The Protagonist

The term protagonist comes from the Ancient Greek term of prōtagōnistēs, meaning one who plays the first part, or is the chief actor.[1] In other words, the protagonist is the main character. However, the protagonist is more than that. The protagonist is the character whose actions and decisions are driving the story.

Consider the traditional Middle Eastern tale of Aladdin and the Sorcerer, originally published as part of Arabian Nights but made popular by the animated Disney film Aladdin. (While the original short story may be of Middle Eastern origins, the story was adapted for Western storytelling generations ago.)

The story initially focuses on the sorcerer. We see his failed attempts to gain power, including a failed attempt to get his hands on the genie’s lamp. If we didn’t know better, we would think that this evil man was the main character of the story. But the story quickly shifts to a petty thief and street rat by the name of Aladdin. It is Aladdin’s journey that we ultimately follow through to the conclusion of the story. And it is Aladdin’s actions (and decisions) that are driving the story as we read it.

Aladdin is the protagonist. Conversely, the sorcerer is just one of many antagonists.

(As a side note, starting a story with an antagonist is a common device within thriller stories. It is designed to give the reader knowledge about the main antagonist that the protagonist does not have to start with.)

Within modern storytelling, it is common to use the protagonist as the narrator of the story (the one telling/reporting the story) or the point-of-view character (the character through whose eyes we experience the action). But it would be wrong to say that this is always the case.

An example of where the protagonist is not the narrator or the point-of-view character can be seen in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. In that series, Watson is the point-of-view, narrator character. We see everything through Watson’s eyes. However, the main character is Sherlock Holmes.

So, what exactly makes Sherlock Holmes the protagonist of the story? Well, he may be the one solving the crimes, but there is more to it. Sherlock is the character making the decisions that affect the way the story unfolds. Something happens (a crime is committed or a person-of-interest acts in a certain way), and Sherlock reacts accordingly, making choices in his attempt to solve those crimes. He is striving toward a goal. It is that goal element that really defines the protagonist.






Definition: Protagonist

The protagonist is the main character who is making decisions, striving toward a desired outcome, driving the story forward.






So, if the protagonist is working toward a goal, then the natural source of conflict for the story will be anything and everything that is getting in the way of the protagonist achieving their goals.

The Protagonist as Non-Human

Before I get too carried away with defining the antagonist of the story, it is important to remind you that the main character of the story (the protagonist) does not need to be a human or a human-like character.

In the beloved children’s series of Winnie the Pooh, the characters were given human-like traits. However, the Hairy Maclary series (by Lynley Dodd) is all about a dog doing dog things, and Hairy and his friends often get into a lot of trouble. In Peter Little Wing (by Regan W. H. Macaulay, 2023), a middle-grade story set in New Zealand, it is a southern brown kiwi that takes center stage, alongside a kea, a tuatara, a little blue penguin, and a possum.

But non-human protagonists are seen in adult stories too—beyond the elves, orcs, and fairies. In the 2013 movie Warm Bodies (an apocalyptic retelling of Romeo and Juliet), the main character, R, was a zombie. In The Murderbot Diaries by Martha Wells, the main character is a cybernetic being who would prefer to do nothing but watch soap operas . . . but the humans keep getting in the way. And Watership Down (by Richard Adams, 1972) used rabbits for its protagonists.

Whether your main characters are human, animal, alien, or a zombie, your main characters will show cognitive reasoning during the narrative. They will still have a goal and be making choices and taking actions in the attempt to achieve the goal. And there will still be something (or someone) getting in the way.



Exercise: Defining the Protagonist

Take the time to think about the characters in your story. What goals might they have that are dictating their actions? And what is standing in the way of your characters achieving their goals?

Characters may have more than one goal, but there will be one goal that is more dominant than the others, driving their decisions and actions. And there could be more than one thing standing in the way of the character achieving their goals. Some of those sources of conflict may be from story elements that are not other characters. This is normal. (We will discuss the nature of the antagonists in Chapter 2.)

Devise a list of possible protagonists, detailing their goals and the possible sources of conflict (what is getting in the way).

Don’t panic if the only sources of conflict you can think of are not other characters. Sometimes, that’s the way a story unfolds.



Defining the Antagonist

The term antagonist means “one who contends with another,” originating from the 16th-century French word antagoniste[2]. However, antagonist has its Greek origins too: antagonistēs means “competitor, opponent, rival.”

When we look at this definition, it is easy to understand how the role of the antagonist is often misunderstood. However, there is more to being an antagonist than just being a competitor or a rival.

Going back to our Aladdin example, Aladdin wants to be seen as more than just a street rat. That is his goal. So, he pretends that he is something he is not with the help of the genie, and eventually wins the heart of the princess—and is ultimately named the successor for the Sultan.

The sorcerer (the main antagonist) wants to control the kingdom. To do that, he has to somehow remove the Sultan from power, but Aladdin seems to be thwarting the sorcerer’s every attempt.

It is Aladdin’s desire to be more than a street rat that dictates his actions. And it is his desire that is ultimately tested during the climax of the story, when Aladdin faces off one-on-one with the sorcerer (and the genie).

However, the goal of the sorcerer (to be Sultan) directs his own actions—and ultimately leads him down an evil path.

The goals of Aladdin and the goals of the sorcerer are not in direct opposition. But their actions get in the way of each other. In this case, strictly speaking, either character can be seen as the protagonist of their own story and the antagonist of the other’s story. However, because we follow Aladdin through the narrative, it is Aladdin who is labeled the protagonist.

The sorcerer is the main antagonist, but Aladdin is also his own antagonist. His insecurities, about who he is, are getting in the way of him telling the truth about his background. When the truth eventually comes out, he sees himself as inferior and not worthy. Before he can face the sorcerer and save the kingdom, he has to face his internal demons.

Let’s turn our attention to another story, one in which the goal of the protagonist and the goal of the main antagonists are identical.

In The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008), there are multiple antagonists involved, all of whom are getting in the way of Katniss Everdeen’s goal to survive the games. The “tributes” from the other districts are a huge antagonistic force. However, their goal is the same as Katniss’s goal: to survive the games. It just happens to be a rule of the games that there can be only one survivor, so they each are out to kill the other tributes before they are killed themselves.

We will come back to The Hunger Games in future chapters, because this is a story with multiple antagonists that all interweave. For the moment, it is important to note that the antagonist is not necessarily in direct opposition to the protagonist.






Definition: Antagonist

It is the role of the antagonist to get in the way of the protagonist achieving their goals, whatever those goals happen to be.

If we are working with a character antagonist, they too will be working toward goals of their own, but those goals are not necessarily in opposition to the protagonist’s goal.






Endnotes

1. The Compact Oxford English Dictionary. Second Edition. 1991

2. The Compact Oxford English Dictionary. Second Edition. 1991
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The Nature of the Antagonist

The antagonist is the character or thing that is getting in the way of the protagonist achieving their goals, whatever those goals may be. But that could mean anything when it comes to our stories.

When we first start thinking about protagonists and antagonists, it is natural to jump to the conclusion that the antagonist is the “bad guy” of the story, but this is only one type of story. This presumes that the protagonist is the “good guy” (which is not always the case) and that the antagonist is another character (which is also not always the case). In fact, the antagonistic force of a story can be a character, a force of nature, the environment of the world, a societal construct, an idea, or an internal philosophy of the protagonist.

It is time to take a deeper look at the nature of our antagonists. We will look at the classic good-guy-versus-bad-guy trope, but we are also going to dive into “man versus nature” and “man versus self.”

Before we get into it, I need to highlight that in phrases such as “man versus nature” or “man versus self,” I am using the word man in the generic sense to refer to a character. For your story, your characters may be men, women, dogs, vampires, children, aliens, or any other beings. But all characters relevant for this discussion should be communicating in some fashion, such that the reader is able to follow their story.

Remember that protagonists demonstrate cognitive reasoning. That said, the same is not true of the antagonist—even human antagonists.

Good Versus Evil

In this trope, the hero of the story (the good guy) is working to stop the villain (the bad guy) from doing their evil deeds.

In many uses of this trope, the protagonist is the hero or the good guy, whereas the antagonist is the villain. But remember that the protagonist is the main character whose actions are driving the story as they work toward a goal, and the antagonist is just getting in the way.

In the movie Joker (2019), the main character was the Joker himself, making him the protagonist of the story. But the antagonist of the story was the police commissioner, and ultimately Batman in other renditions of the story.

Another example where the main character of a story is actually a bad guy is seen in Netflix’s series YOU (2018 – 2025). In that series, the main character is Joe . . . and he’s a stalker! He’s a serial killer; he’s a “bad guy.” But he’s a bad guy that we eventually come to adore.

So, one needs to remember that your good guy may in fact be the antagonist of the story.

But let’s look at some other examples.

In Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997) (called Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone in some countries), the main character and protagonist of the story is Harry. His main goal is to find a place in the world where





  	the collection of Sherlock Holmes stories

  	Star Wars: A New Hope (1977 film; main protagonist: Luke Skywalker, and the main antagonist: Darth Vader)

  	Batman (although this one really is a “bad guy versus outright evil guy,” because Batman is not exactly a good guy)

  	The Jungle Book (Mowgli is the protagonist and Shere Khan is the main antagonist)



Man Versus Man









  	The Fugitive (1993 film; protagonist: Richard Kimble (played by Harrison Ford); antagonist: US Marshall Samuel Gerard (played by Tommy Lee Jones))

  	The Hunger Games (Katniss versus other combatants)

  	Dracula (Count Dracula versus Professor Abraham Van Helsing)

  	Pride and Prejudice (the relationship between Elizabeth Bennet and Fitzwilliam Darcy)



Man Versus Nature












  	The Fault in Our Stars by John Green (2012)

  	Outbreak (1995 film)

  	Zoo by James Patterson (2012)

  	The Andromeda Strain by Michael Crichton (1969)









  	The Martian by Andy Weir (2011) (antagonist: the environment of Mars)

  	Disney/Pixar’s Finding Nemo (2003) (antagonist: the ocean environment)

  	The Perfect Storm (2000 film) (antagonist: hurricane that has created sea swells of 12 meters (40 feet))

  	The Maze Runner by James Dashner (2009) (antagonist: the creatures and other dangers found in the maze)



Man Versus Society







  	1984 by George Orwell (1949)

  	Divergent by Veronica Roth (2011)

  	The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)

  	The Scarlet Letter by Nathaniel Hawthorne (1850)



Man Versus Self






  	How the Grinch Stole Christmas (the original book by Dr. Suess, 1957)

  	The Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum (1900)

  	Eat, Pray, Love by Elizabeth Gilbert (2006) (and yes, memoirs can fit into the fiction story structure models)

  	Teen Wolf (1985 film, starring Michael J. Fox)

  	The Hunger Games by Suzanne Collins (2008)



More than One Antagonist










Exercise: Define the Nature of the Antagonist(s)
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