PLOT

What is plot?

Plot, we are often told, is the answer to the question “What happened in this story?” This is a useful definition, but we can be more precise here. Aristotle wisely tells us that a story has a beginning, a middle, and an end. This seems obvious, but we’d do well to reflect on this. Imagine a story with four characters: Ashley, Brian, Chris, and Danielle. At the beginning of the story, their relationship looks like this:

Brian wants to get with Ashley because she has rich parents.
Ashley wants to get with Chris because he’s attractive and interesting.
Chris identifies as asexual.
Danielle laments this because she’s like totally into Chris, too, but she could also go for Brian, though, if it played out like that.

By the end of the story, things look like this:

Brian is dead.
Danielle is mourning the loss of her devoted husband Brian.
Chris is in a loving and committed relationship with Ashley but doesn’t feel the need to validate this relationship by participating in the institution of marriage. He also does not know that…
Ashley is racked with guilt because she has murdered Brian.

How on earth did we get here? The differences between the beginning and the end of a story must, of course, happen in the middle. This change takes place through a sequence of events that we call the plot of the story. 

So plot is not simply “what happens” in a story, but what happens that changes the way that characters relate to one another and to the world around them. That Ashley murders Brian is certainly part of the plot of this story; it is less obvious that Chris walking from his front door to his car should be thought of as plot. This does not mean that it isn’t a part of the plot: if it were demonstrated that Chris’ short walk changed the character’s relationship in a meaningful way then we would have to say that it is, in fact, a part of the plot.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Plot, we repeat, is the series of events that effect changes in the way that characters relate to each other and to the world.

How can we talk about plot?

Here are some categories that help us to make sense of plot, and to make sense of literature using plot. We’ll put these to work on the stories that we’ve read for today.

Desire and conflict: These two terms are the motor of plot. What do characters want, and how do they get it? How do the desires of characters overlap and compete with each other, and how does this competition work itself out? Desire in literature is often romantic (as in our hypothetical plot above), but it could also be desire for an object (as in The Lord of the Rings) or for a state of being (such as the desire for freedom in the slave narrative) or any number of other things.

Intention and chance: These two terms are meant to describe the source of events in the plot. Do these events emerge from the initial relationship, or do they come from the outside? If Chris and Brian and Ashley have a long chat in which they work out their bizarre love triangle and come to an understanding, this is an intentional event. If the zombie apocalypse happens while Brian is across the country, this is an event of chance. If the plot is resolved by a chance event, this is called a deus ex machina. What’s at stake here is whether the changes that constitute the plot come from within the initial relationship or from without. It will almost always be a combination of the two.

Freytag’s Triangle: Many plots will take the form of Freytag’s triangle, which looks like this:
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Freytag’s triangle is divided into at least three sections. The version we see here has five (see p. 85 in your anthology for a slightly more complex version of the triangle):

Exposition: That part of the text in which the initial relationship is described. Characters are introduced and we learn what they want. The setting is described. Few events, if any, will happen in the exposition.

Rising Action: Here things begin to happen. Desires will begin to conflict, and relationships will begin to change. All of this leads up to:

Climax: The climax of a plot is the turning point in which, as we say, “things come to a head.” This will usually be the peak of emotional intensity. The conflicting desires that have been developed in the rising action will be resolved, for better or for worse. After the climax, the network of relationships will be very similar, if not identical, to the final state of things.

Falling Action: Here characters come to terms with what happened in the climax. If the climax represents the most unstable moment of the network of relationships, the falling action will be that stretch of time in which these relationships become stable again.

Conclusion: This is essentially the same as exposition, but it will describe the final state rather than the initial state. We have now reached a final and (hopefully) steady set of relationships. The question we should ask ourselves is: how does it differ from the initial set, and why?

In short, then: we begin with some characters who feel a certain way about each other, who do things a certain way and in a certain place. Then some things happen and this changes. We end with some characters who feel a certain different way about each other and so on. These things that happen, why they happen, and the changes that come from those things are what we call plot of a story.
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