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What is STORY? 

Before we define what story is, the nut of it, we need to think of our 

ancestors telling stories around fires. A hunt. A discovery. An 

observation that changes life. No philosophy yet. No science. No 

theology with its organized doctrine. Just human beings sitting in 

the dark, telling each other what happened and what it meant. Story 

was the original sense making technology. It predates writing by a 

hundred thousand years. It is older than the wheel. And it is still, at 

its core, doing exactly what it did then. 

That matters to you as a writer. Because before you can build story, 

you need to know what it is at the bone level. 

Here it is. Story is a vehicle that helps us make sense of our world 

and our place in it. 

Not entertainment, though it entertains. Not escape, though it allows 

that. A vehicle. The story itself is not the meaning. It is the 

conveyance. The reader climbs in, the engine turns over, and 

meaning happens. But only then. 

Story does this work in two ways at once. It helps us make sense of 

events, of cause and effect, of what happened and why. And 

underneath that, quieter and mostly unnoticed, it surfaces our place 

in it. A reader doesn't just watch a character make a choice. Some 

part of the reader is weighing that choice against their own self-

image, their own values, the sources underneath their own 

worldview, and doing it without ever deciding to. That second layer 

is the one that lingers after the plot is forgotten. 
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Which leads to the next declaration every writer needs to carry. An 

unread story has no existence. It lives in potential, fully constructed, 

fully loaded, waiting. The moment a reader’s eyes land on it, story  

becomes real. And it becomes a different reality for every reader who 

arrives, because each brings their own life, their own hunger, their 

own meaning making apparatus, and their own sense of who they 

are, to the transaction. Same words. Different story. That is not a flaw 

in the system. That is the system working exactly as designed. 

So, what is the transaction? A person in the story changes because of 

events. The reader watches, and somewhere below conscious 

thought, measures. Am I like this person. Would I have done what 

they did. What does my answer say about me. The reader is also 

changed. That exchange, invisible and irreversible, is what separates 

story from a report, a chronicle, or a list of things that happened. 

And that defines your job as a writer. You are not arranging events. 

You are building a machine designed to trigger meaning making and 

self-recognition in another human being. Everything else in the 

Fiction Brain Library Power Tool series, structure, character, prose, 

pacing, reader engagement, all of it is in service of those two layers. 

Now you are ready to build. 
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