common tropes in literature

Common tropes in literature are recurring themes, motifs, or clichés that
have become staples in storytelling across various genres. These familiar
elements help to shape narratives, develop characters, and engage readers by
drawing on shared cultural understandings. While tropes can sometimes be
criticized for their predictability, they also serve as tools that writers
can manipulate to evoke emotions, create tension, or convey complex ideas
efficiently. In this article, we will explore some of the most prevalent
tropes in literature, their significance, and how they contribute to the
craft of storytelling.

Understanding Literary Tropes

Literary tropes are not inherently negative. They can provide comfort or
familiarity, serving as a bridge that connects readers with the narrative.
However, it's essential to recognize when a trope is being used effectively
or when it has devolved into a cliché.

The Function of Tropes in Storytelling

1. Character Development: Tropes often help to establish character traits
quickly. For example, the "reluctant hero" trope allows readers to understand
a character's internal conflict without extensive backstory.

2. Plot Advancement: Certain tropes can propel the story forward. For
instance, the "race against time" trope creates urgency and tension, pushing
characters to confront challenges swiftly.

3. Theme Exploration: Tropes can encapsulate larger themes. The "forbidden
love" trope often explores societal constraints and the struggle against
them, inviting readers to reflect on broader issues.

4. Reader Expectations: Familiar tropes can set expectations for readers.

When a story incorporates the "chosen one" trope, readers anticipate a
journey of self-discovery and empowerment.

Popular Tropes in Literature

Literature is replete with various tropes that have stood the test of time.
Here are some of the most popular ones:



1. The Hero’s Journey

The Hero's Journey, also known as the monomyth, is a narrative framework
identified by Joseph Campbell. This trope involves a hero who embarks on an
adventure, faces a crisis, and returns transformed. Key stages include:

- Call to Adventure: The hero receives an invitation to leave their ordinary
world.

- Mentor: A wise figure provides guidance and support.

- Trials and Tribulations: The hero faces challenges that test their resolve.
- Return Home: The hero comes back, often bringing newfound wisdom.

2. The Love Triangle

The love triangle trope is prevalent in romance and young adult fiction. It
involves three characters, typically two love interests vying for the
affection of a single protagonist. This trope can create tension and
conflict, driving character development and plot progression.

3. The Chosen One

In this trope, a character is selected to fulfill a specific destiny, often
involving saving the world or overcoming a great evil. This narrative device
allows for exploration of themes like identity, responsibility, and the
burden of choice. Notable examples include Harry Potter and Neo from "The
Matrix."

4. The Mentor

The mentor trope features a more experienced character who guides the
protagonist on their journey. The mentor often provides wisdom, training, or
support, helping the hero grow and navigate challenges. Classic examples
include Obi-Wan Kenobi from "Star Wars" and Mr. Miyagi from "The Karate Kid."

5. The Anti-Hero

The anti-hero trope presents characters who lack conventional heroic
qualities, such as morality or bravery. Instead, these characters are often
flawed, complex, and relatable, which can lead to compelling narratives.
Examples include Holden Caulfield from "The Catcher in the Rye" and Walter
White from "Breaking Bad."



6. The Damsel in Distress

This trope involves a female character who is placed in peril and must be
rescued, often by a male hero. While it has been criticized for promoting
gender stereotypes, contemporary literature frequently subverts this trope by
empowering female characters to save themselves or redefine their roles.

7. The Quest

The quest trope involves characters embarking on a journey to achieve a
specific goal, often involving personal growth and self-discovery. This trope
can be found in epic tales like "The Lord of the Rings" or "The 0dyssey,"
where the journey itself is as significant as the destination.

The Importance of Subverting Tropes

While many tropes can enhance storytelling, authors can also use them as a
foundation from which to innovate. Subverting expectations can lead to
refreshing narratives that challenge readers' assumptions.

Examples of Subverted Tropes

1. The Strong Female Character: Instead of simply being a warrior, a strong
female character might struggle with her identity or face societal
expectations, adding depth to her role.

2. The Evil Villain: Rather than being purely evil, the villain may have a
complex backstory that reveals their motivations, making them more relatable
and nuanced.

3. The Perfect Family: A seemingly perfect family may unravel to reveal
underlying tensions and dysfunction, providing a more realistic portrayal of
family dynamics.

Conclusion

Common tropes in literature are invaluable tools that can enrich storytelling
and connect readers to narratives. By understanding these tropes, writers can
craft compelling stories that resonate with audiences while also challenging
or subverting expectations. As literature continues to evolve, so too will
the use and perception of tropes, ensuring that they remain a dynamic
component of the storytelling landscape. Whether embraced or reimagined,



tropes will continue to shape the way we create and engage with literature
for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a 'hero's journey' trope in literature?

The 'hero's journey' is a narrative structure that outlines the adventure of
a hero who goes on an adventure, faces and overcomes a crisis, and then
returns home transformed. This trope is commonly found in myths, fairy tales,
and modern storytelling.

What does the 'love triangle' trope represent in
literature?

The 'love triangle' trope involves three characters where two are in love
with the third, creating tension and conflict. This trope often explores
themes of loyalty, betrayal, and emotional complexity in relationships.

How is the 'unreliable narrator' trope used in
storytelling?

The ‘'unreliable narrator' trope involves a narrator whose credibility is
compromised. This can create suspense and provoke readers to question the
truth of the story, leading to unexpected twists and deeper engagement.

What are 'stock characters' in literature?

Stock characters are stereotypical characters that are instantly recognizable
and often serve a specific function in the story, such as the 'damsel in
distress' or the 'wise old mentor.' They help move the plot along but can
sometimes lead to predictable storytelling.

What does the 'red herring' trope accomplish in a
narrative?

The 'red herring' trope is a misleading clue or distraction that diverts
readers' attention from the actual issue or plot twist. It is commonly used
in mystery and thriller genres to enhance suspense and keep audiences
guessing.

Can you explain the 'dystopian future' trope?

The 'dystopian future' trope portrays a society characterized by oppressive
control, environmental disasters, or extreme social inequality. It serves as
a cautionary tale, often highlighting contemporary issues by exaggerating



their consequences in a fictional setting.
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