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Always Use a Three-Act Structure 

The Source 

Aristotle's Poetics (circa 335 BC) observed that a well-formed 

tragedy has a beginning, a middle, and an end — and that these parts 

should be unified, with each following necessarily from what 

precedes it. This is a descriptive observation about story coherence, 

not a structural prescription. 

What Aristotle actually argued for was a two-part dramatic structure 

— complication and denouement, divided by a peripeteia (reversal). 

The three-act formulation was not Aristotle's. It was Syd Field's, 

articulated in his 1979 book Screenplay: The Foundations of 

Screenwriting, which described a setup, confrontation, and 

resolution structure specifically designed for film. Field's paradigm 

was a practical tool for a specific medium with specific commercial 

and time constraints. 

The misattribution of the three-act structure to Aristotle is itself one 

of the corrupted rule's most instructive features — the authority 

borrowed from antiquity, the source neither checked nor questioned. 

The Morph 

Field's screenwriting paradigm, already a popularization of classical 

dramatic theory, migrated to fiction writing workshops through the 

1980s and 1990s. 

• Stage one: Field's three-act structure describes what 

successful films do. 

https://fictionbrain.com/


Fiction Rules Archelogy 

   

Fiction Rules Archelogy 
Copyright 2026 – all rights reserved – FictionBrain.com 

• Stage two: story structure is universal, so the same structure 

applies to fiction. 

• Stage three: all successful novels follow three-act structure. 

• Stage four: if your novel doesn't follow three-act structure, it 

has a structural problem. 

Final form: plot your novel in three acts (or more) before you write 

a word. 

The spread of beat sheets, save-the-cat templates, and story structure 

workbooks accelerated this. The three-act structure became not just 

a descriptive framework but a prescriptive template — and one that 

arrived at every writer's door as ancient wisdom validated by 

Aristotle. 

The Reality 

Serious literary fiction operates on structures that bear no reliable 

resemblance to Field's paradigm. Kazuo Ishiguro's The Remains of 

the Day (1989) has no second-act confrontation in any meaningful 

sense — it is a man driving through England, remembering his life, 

arriving too late at every insight. Its structure is recursive and 

elegiac, not dramatic in the three-act sense. 

Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway (1925) unfolds across a single day 

in a structure organized by time, consciousness, and the movement 

between interior and exterior — not by plot acts. 

Denis Johnson's Jesus' Son (1992) is a linked story collection unified 

by voice, character, and the accumulation of experience across 

loosely connected episodes. There is no overarching three-act 

structure. It is not a structural failure — it is a different structure, 

organized by different principles, serving different purposes. 
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Even within genre fiction, which is more structurally conventional, 

the best practitioners bend or exceed the three-act template 

routinely. David Mitchell's Cloud Atlas (2004) operates on a nested, 

recursive structure. Gillian Flynn's Gone Girl is organized around a 

fundamental reversal at its midpoint that creates a before/after 

architecture rather than a three-act one. 

What Works 

Structural frameworks serve writers when: 

1. They are understood as descriptive, not prescriptive — tools 

for analysis, not templates for generation. 

2. They help a writer diagnose problems in work already 

written — a sense of where the middle sags, where the ending 

feels unearned. 

3. They are one among several available structures, chosen 

because they suit the material. 

4. They are applied after the discovery work, not imposed 

before it. 

What Fails 

Structural frameworks fail when: 

1. They are imposed on material that generates a different native 

shape. 

2. They become plot templates filled in before the characters or 

story are known. 

3. They substitute for the writer's actual engagement with their 

material. 

4. They are believed to be universal laws rather than one 

culture's preferred commercial story shape. 
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The Irony 

The three-act structure was misattributed to Aristotle in part because 

workshop culture needed an ancient authority for a modern 

commercial formula. The irony is that Aristotle's actual argument — 

that story must be unified, that each part must arise necessarily from 

what precedes it — is more demanding and more interesting than 

anything the three-act template requires. A story organized by 

necessity is not the same as a story organized by acts. The real 

Aristotelian principle would forbid most three-act formula fiction, 

which hits its beats on schedule regardless of whether the preceding 

material has actually generated them. 

The Actual Principle 

The actual craft principle is not 'always use a three-act structure.' It 

is: 

Your story needs a shape. That shape should arise from the material 

— from what the characters need, from what the themes demand, 

from the genre's conventions where those conventions serve the 

work. Some stories are shaped by rising dramatic action; some by 

time; some by voice; some by the accumulation of episodes; some by 

the collision of past and present. Learn to recognize the shape your 

story is already generating, and build that shape rather than 

substituting someone else's. 

Or more simply: structure is what your story does. Discover it. Don't 

install it. 

Why This Corruption Matters 

The three-act template produces the most visible and most 

damaging form of formulaic fiction — stories that hit their marks on 

schedule while feeling hollow because the marks were decided 
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before the story was known. The midpoint reversal, the darkest hour 

before the third-act turn, the climax within the final ten percent: 

when these are engineered rather than earned, readers feel the 

machinery. 

For discovery (Pantster) writers especially, the pre-plotted three-act 

structure is an anchor. It substitutes a commercial formula for the 

actual exploratory work — the work where story comes from. The 

Zone does not operate by beat sheet. It requires presence to what the 

story is becoming, not fidelity to a plan made before the story 

existed. 
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