
Plot & Suspense 
 

Plot 
 The “storyline”  

 The basic building block of literature 

 What happened? 

Conflict 
 Man vs. Man:  The main character (the protagonist) faces opposition from another character or 

characters (the antagonist).  This could be a hero vs. a villain, or two people separated by anger, 

envy, or an argument. 

 Man vs. Society:  Protagonist is in opposition to a group, a culture, or public opinion.  Examples 

could be a high school girl facing pressure to conform to the behavior of her worldly peers, or a 

man standing against abortion in a society where it is considered normal to kill an unwanted 

baby. 

 Man vs. God (or gods or fate):  A person struggling with an internal conflict, temptation or trial.  

A husband faced with a temptation to steal in order to feed his family or buy medicine. 

 Man vs. Nature:  A character faced with a natural disaster such as a hurricane, or one stranded 

on a deserted island or lost in the desert. 

Structure 
 See Freytag’s Pyramid: 
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Plot Devices 
 Checkov’s gun:  an object is mentioned early in the story, but the reader doesn’t learn of its 

significance until later. 

 Deus ex machina:  an unexpected and improbably ending to a story.  Means “god from the 

machine” and comes from Greek tragedy where a god suspended from a crane appeared at the 

end of the play to set events straight. 

 Foreshadowing:  slight remarks dropped early in the story that signal the outcome.  “But it 

turned out to be a day filled with regret.” 

 Frame story:  Separate but related incident that comes before the real action.  Rainsford’s 

conversation with Whitney aboard the yacht provides a frame for “Most Dangerous Game”. 

 Twist ending:  unexpected conclusion to the story. 

Creating Suspense 
 Believable & Likeable characters:  We have to like them…we have to believe that they could 

exist.  Their actions have to be consistent with their character.  For example, we like and 

sympathize with Della in “Gift of the Magi.”  We would never expect her to be so angry with Jim 

for selling his watch that she would take out a gun and shoot him. 

 Uncertainty:  Authors place likeable characters in precarious situations, but we always have a 

degree of hope that they will survive. 

 Helplessness:  When we know how a story will end (think Titanic!) we may still read to see if our 

favorite character survives, or dies helping someone else.  We know we can’t change the 

outcome, but we enjoy the suspense. 

Literary Techniques 
 Besides all of the above, consider – 

o Sentence construction (very short sentences for emphasis…long, twisty ones to rise the 

action to a breathless climax…repetition (“They’re coming!  They’re coming!) 

o Imagery:  vivid words, moody tone 

o Change in point-of-view:  suddenly we learn a character’s thoughts 

o Diction:  words that create a feeling in the reader or an emotional response. 


