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Plot Terms

1. Plot structure equals the organization of a text.

2. Plot line (or stages in plot development):  the graphic display of the action or events in a text. 
· Exposition:  that portion (usually at the beginning) that helps the reader understand the background or situation in which the work is set

· Rising Action: the series of conflicts or struggles that build a text toward a climax

· Climax:  the high point of conflict and tension preceding the resolution in a text; the point of decision or inevitability
· Falling Action:  what happens in a text after the climax.  It ends with the resolution, or dénouement

· Resolution (or dénouement): the conclusion of a story in which the problem is solved.  It comes after the climax and falling action and is intended to bring the text to a satisfactory end.

3. Conflict:  the tension created in the story by the problem or struggle or outcome of the struggle that triggers the action.  Types of conflict:
a. Person vs. Self:  a character has a dilemma

b. Person vs. Person:  one character has a problem with one or more of the other characters

c. Person vs. Society:  a character has a problem with some element of society, e.g., school, the law, the accepted way of doing things

d. Person vs. Nature:  a character has a problem with some natural happening, e.g., an avalanche or a hurricane

e. Person vs. Fate or a God-like Entity: a character has to battle what seems to be an uncontrollable problem.  Whenever the problem seems to be a strange or unbelievable coincidence, fate can be considered the cause of the conflict.

f. Person vs. the Supernatural: a character has to battle an other worldly entity such as a vampire or a monster
4. When an educated person discusses plot, s/he employs such terms as those defined above and . . .

a. Anachronisms: something that is not placed in its proper historical time period. 

b. Artistic unity: when all a text’s elements work together for the achievement of its central purpose. Nothing is included that is irrelevant to the central purpose, nothing is omitted that is essential to it, and the parts are arranged in the most effective order for the achievement of that purpose (Arp 1484). 
c. Atmosphere:  the overall effect created by the setting and descriptive details, to evoke an emotional response in the reader

d. Flashback: a scene that interrupts the present action of the plot to "flash backward" and tell what happened at an earlier time 
e. Foreshadowing: the use of clues to hint at what is going to happen later in the plot
f. Frame story: a story that contains another story or stories.
g. In medias res: Latin for “in the middle of things,” the technique of beginning a narrative in the middle of the action. Crucial events that occurred before the point at which the narrative actually begins are related at some appropriate later time, generally through one or more flashbacks.
h. Mood: the emotional response experienced by the reader

i. Suspense:  the quality of tension or anxiety in the plot which keeps the reader's interest

j. Symbol: something that stands for or represents another thing, especially an object used to represent something abstract.  For example, a red rose is a symbol of love
5. When an educated person analyzes plot, s/he answers such questions as. . .

a. How does the frame story (if there is one) add or detract from the plot?

b. How does foreshadowing develop characters/setting/ themes in the work?

c. What is/are the function of flashback(s)?

d. Why does the narrator use selective memory (if indeed s/he does) and how does it affect the plot structure?

e. Where do the shifts occur in the story?  Why are they important?

f. If there is spacing between or within parts of a text (e.g. chapters, stanzas, bullets, stars, extra space), why does the author choose to make a textual pause?

g. If the author doesn’t tell you anything in the exposition, why doesn’t s/he tell you?

h. What are the conflicts? Are they physical, intellectual, moral, or emotional?

i. Is the main conflict between sharply differentiated good and evil, or is it more subtle and complex?

j. Where is the climax? Why is it the determining point of the plot?

k. What new characters are introduced after the climax?  What do they add to the plot?

l. What events resolve the conflict?

m. How does the resolution produce a conclusion to the plot?

n. Is the ending happy, unhappy, or indeterminate? Is it fairly achieved?

o. Is the conclusion a satisfying one or not? If not, why not?

p. What use does the story make of chance and coincidence? Are these occurrences used to initiate, to complicate, or to resolve the story? How improbable are they?

q. Does the plot have [artistic] unity?

· Are all the episodes relevant to the total meaning or effect of the story?

· Does each incident grow logically out of the preceding incident and lead naturally to the next?

Plot is MUCH more than just telling the story!
