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Interaction of Ideas
Analyzing Setting, Plot, and Character

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

If a friend asks you to describe a book you are reading, what would you say? You would describe 

the book’s plot. The plot of a story (a fable, a fairy tale, a work of science fiction, and so on) 

refers to the main events that occur in the story. In other words, the plot tells what happens. 

To accurately describe a plot, you need to identify some key components:

• Who is the protagonist (the leading character)?

• Who is the antagonist (the what or who that causes the conflict, or hinders the protagonist 

from resolving the conflict)?

• What is the conflict (struggle) that the protagonist faces? 

It’s usually easy to identify the protagonist in most stories. A story may have one or more 

antagonists. They are identifiable by their actions, which are in opposition to, or hostile toward, 

the protagonist, or something the protagonist believes in or supports. 

Figuring out the conflict requires a deeper analysis. A conflict is best described as the challenge 

that stands in the way of the protagonist reaching his or her goals. Every story has some kind of 

conflict, and it might unfold throughout the story. The conflict may be between the protagonist 

and another person, but it could also be between the protagonist and some other force, such 

as nature or technology. These are called external conflicts. However, the conflict could be a 

struggle that occurs within the leading character, such as a character who must confront an issue 

within himself or herself. This is an internal conflict.

INTERNAL OR 

EXTERNAL 

CONFLICT?

WHAT 

KIND OF 

CONFLICT?

FOR EXAMPLE, A 

PROTAGONIST...
YOU’D FIND THIS IN...

Internal Conflict
Person vs. 
Self

struggles within his or her 
own mind about an issue  
or action. 

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, in which 
the protagonist struggles with his own 
thoughts of revenge.

External Conflict

Person vs. 
Person

is prevented from reaching 
personal goals by the 
actions of another character.

L. Frank Baum’s The Wizard of Oz, in 
which the protagonist struggles with a 
wicked witch.

Person vs. 
Society

sees something in a different 
way than all other people.

Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games, in 
which the protagonist struggles with 
societal norms.  

Person vs. 
Nature

must overcome a challenge 
from nature, such as from an 
animal or storm.

Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man 
and the Sea, in which the protagonist 
struggles to catch a marlin. 

Person vs. 
Technology

battles with machines or 
other technology.

Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space 
Odyssey, in which the protagonist 
struggles with a computer.

Keep in mind that many stories have multiple conflicts occurring. A protagonist may experience 

combinations of internal and external conflicts. As a reader, it’s your job to read closely, identify 

the protagonist, antagonist, and conflicts, and enjoy the story.
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 ► Read the following plot summaries. Then decide which conflict from the list below most 
accurately fits the plot being described.

A. Person vs. Self

B. Person vs. Person

C. Person vs. Society

D. Person vs. Nature

E. Person vs. Technology

1. A young man is prevented from reaching a personal goal by his opponent. 

2. A man is shipwrecked on an island and must build a shelter before a storm arrives. 

3. A woman decides to run for public office when she realizes certain laws are unjust.  

4. A teenager struggles with making a decision about which college to attend. 

5. A scientist builds a machine that takes over the world. 

6. Two candidates debate about an issue. 

7. A man gets lost in the woods for a week. 

8. A woman faces a cyber attack on her computer. 

9. A pilot struggles to land a damaged plane. 

10. A lawyer takes a case that will expose corruption in government. 
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