@ ’ACADEMIC

The Functions of Protagonists and
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Protagonists, Antagonists, and the Structure of
Literary Conflict

When reading any literary work, it is essential to understand the characters that drive the story
forward. Two of the most important types of characters are the protagonist and the antagonist. These
characters are central to the development of conflict, theme, and plot. The protagonist is usually the
main character around whom the story revolves, while the antagonist opposes the protagonist and
creates obstacles. Their relationship creates tension and gives the narrative direction (Abrams &
Harpham, 2015; Baldick, 2015).

The word protagonist comes from the Greek term meaning “first actor.” The protagonist is generally
the central figure in a story and is often the character whose goals, struggles, and development
receive the most attention. Readers usually follow the protagonist’s journey and experience the
events of the story through this character’s perspective. The protagonist does not always have to be
morally good or heroic. In some narratives, the protagonist may be flawed, selfish, or even involved in
criminal actions. What makes the character the protagonist is the central role in the plot rather than
moral perfection.

The antagonist is the character, force, institution, or situation that creates opposition for the
protagonist. The antagonist may be a villain, but this is not always the case. Sometimes, the
antagonist is simply a person with goals that conflict with those of the protagonist. In other stories,
the antagonist may be society, nature, fate, disease, fear, or an internal psychological struggle. The
antagonist’s purpose is to create conflict, which forces the protagonist to make decisions and develop
throughout the narrative (Abrams & Harpham, 2015; Baldick, 2015).

Character Development and the Narrative Role of
the Protagonist

The protagonist plays several important functions in literary narratives. First, the protagonist provides
the central focus of the story. The plot usually begins when the protagonist encounters a problem,
desire, or challenge. The actions taken by the protagonist influence the sequence of events and
determine how the story develops. Without a central character, the narrative may lack emotional
direction and coherence.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 1



@ ’ACADEMIC

Second, the protagonist creates an emotional connection with readers. Readers often identify with the
protagonist’s feelings, fears, dreams, or struggles. This emotional connection allows readers to
become invested in the outcome of the story. Even when the protagonist is not entirely likable,
readers may still understand the character’s motivations and want to know what happens.

Third, the protagonist often undergoes character development. This means that the character
changes through experience. The protagonist may gain knowledge, develop courage, recognize
personal weaknesses, or change beliefs. This development is known as a character arc. In some
stories, the protagonist experiences positive growth, while in tragedies, the protagonist may decline
because of personal flaws or destructive choices.

For example, in William Shakespeare’'s Hamlet, Prince Hamlet is the protagonist. The play focuses on
his struggle to respond to his father’'s murder and his desire for revenge. Hamlet’s uncertainty,
intelligence, grief, and hesitation shape the entire plot. His character becomes increasingly troubled
as the conflict develops, demonstrating how the protagonist’s internal struggle can become central to
a narrative (Shakespeare, 2003).

Opposition, Pressure, and the Function of the
Antagonist

The antagonist creates resistance that prevents the protagonist from achieving a goal easily. This
resistance is important because a story without conflict would have little tension or dramatic interest.
The antagonist raises the stakes, tests the protagonist’s abilities, and forces the character to respond
to challenges.

In Hamlet, King Claudius functions as the antagonist because he murdered Hamlet's father and took
the throne. Claudius’s actions create Hamlet’s central conflict. He also attempts to protect his power
and eventually plans Hamlet’'s death. The opposition between Hamlet and Claudius drives the tragedy
toward its conclusion (Shakespeare, 2003).

An antagonist may also reveal important qualities in the protagonist. A courageous protagonist
becomes meaningful only when faced with danger. A moral protagonist can demonstrate integrity
when confronted by corruption. A patient protagonist is tested by frustration and delay. In this way,
the antagonist acts as a force that exposes the protagonist’s strengths and weaknesses.

Antagonists can also be complex characters with understandable motives. A well-developed
antagonist is not evil without reason. The character may believe that his or her actions are justified.
This complexity makes the narrative more realistic and prevents the conflict from becoming overly
simple. Readers may disagree with the antagonist’s choices while still understanding the motives
behind them.
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Internal Conflict and Nonhuman Forms of
Antagonism

Not every antagonist is a person. In many narratives, the protagonist faces an internal conflict. Fear,
guilt, addiction, jealousy, or indecision may function as the opposing force. The protagonist must
overcome a personal weakness rather than defeat another character. This type of conflict is often
described as person versus self (Abrams & Harpham, 2015; Baldick, 2015).

Nature can also function as an antagonist. In survival stories, storms, cold weather, mountains,
oceans, or wild animals may threaten the protagonist. Jack London’s “To Build a Fire” presents the
extreme cold of the Yukon as the major opposing force. The unnamed man struggles against the
environment, and his lack of judgment contributes to his defeat. Nature is not intentionally evil, but it
creates the conflict that shapes the story.

Society may serve as an antagonist when laws, customs, prejudice, or institutions prevent the
protagonist from achieving justice or freedom. In narratives about discrimination, the opposing force
may be an entire social system rather than one individual. Similarly, fate may be the antagonist in
classical tragedies where the protagonist cannot escape a predicted outcome.

These forms of antagonism show that literary conflict can occur on multiple levels. A protagonist may
face both external and internal opponents at the same time. For example, a character may struggle
against an oppressive society while also dealing with fear and self-doubt. Such layered conflicts make
stories more complex and meaningful.

Conflict, Theme, and the Relationship Between
Central Characters

The interaction between the protagonist and antagonist helps communicate the theme of a literary
work. Theme refers to the central idea or message explored by a narrative. If the protagonist fights
against injustice, the story may examine courage, equality, or freedom. If the antagonist represents
greed or corruption, the narrative may criticize the misuse of power.

The protagonist and antagonist often represent opposing values. One character may represent
compassion while the other represents cruelty. One may value freedom, while the other seeks control.
Their struggle allows the writer to explore moral, political, or psychological questions. The final
outcome may show which values the narrative supports or may leave the issue open to interpretation.

The relationship between these characters can also change during a story. Sometimes, the
protagonist and antagonist discover similarities. In other cases, the apparent antagonist may later
become an ally, or a trusted character may be revealed as the true antagonist. Such changes create
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surprise and encourage readers to reconsider earlier assumptions.

A narrative may also contain multiple protagonists or antagonists. Ensemble stories focus on several
central characters, while complex conflicts may involve different opposing forces. However, even in
such narratives, the basic functions remain the same: protagonists pursue goals, and antagonists
create resistance.

Heroism, Villainy, and the Complexity of Literary
Characters

It is important not to confuse the protagonist with the hero or the antagonist with the villain. A hero is
usually admired for courage or morality, while a protagonist is simply the central character. A story
may have an antihero as its protagonist. An antihero lacks traditional heroic qualities but remains the
central figure.

Similarly, an antagonist is not necessarily a villain. The antagonist may be morally correct but
opposed to the protagonist’s goal. For example, if a story follows a criminal, a police officer
attempting to arrest the criminal may function as the antagonist even though the officer is acting
lawfully. Literary perspective influences how characters are classified.

Complex protagonists and antagonists make narratives more engaging because they resemble real
human beings. People usually possess both strengths and weaknesses. A protagonist may make
harmful choices, and an antagonist may perform compassionate actions. This moral ambiguity
encourages readers to think critically about responsibility, motivation, and justice.

In conclusion, protagonists and antagonists are essential to literary narratives because they create
focus, conflict, tension, and character development. The protagonist serves as the central figure
whose journey shapes the plot, while the antagonist provides opposition that tests the protagonist.
These characters may represent competing values, social forces, or psychological struggles. Their
relationship helps communicate theme and gives the story emotional and intellectual depth.
Understanding their functions allows readers to analyze literature more effectively and appreciate the
complexity of narrative structure.
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