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Pillars of Story Structure
Narrative Arc, Plot Structure & Character Journey Archetypes
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Stage 1
The protagonist lives their “ordinary” life (whatever “ordinary” is for that 
character), largely unaware of their own weaknesses and �laws. The 
audience begins to see elements of the protagonist’s back story, weakne-
ses, �laws, fears, inner demons, and aspects that hold the character back. 
The audience also begins to see the desires, wants, and needs of the 
protagonist. When something forces the protagonist out of their ordinary 
life, this stage has set up the evolution the protagonist must go through in 
the following stages of the character arc.

Stage 2
A�ter the protagonist is forced to leave their familiar life behind, they face 
a new and unknown world with a dramatically new or changed set of 
problems, challenges, obstacles, and needs (o�ten created by an antago-
nist) that require a response. Mistakes, �laws, fears, and weaknesses 
hamper the protagonist’s ability to respond e�fectively. O�ten, the protag-
onist fails to fully comprehend the nature of antagonistic forces they face, 
which also hampers their response. As a series of obstacles are thrown at 
the protagonist, they begin to learn more about both themselves and the 
antagonistic forces.  

Stage 3
The protagonist begins to understand the nature of the antagonistic 
forces and starts to respond proactively rather than reactively to the 
antagonist’s moves. This begins to shi�t the balance of power away from 
the antagonist and gives the protagonist a fighting chance (although the 
protagonist’s victory is not yet certain). The protagonist (and the audi-
ence) also comes to recognize and understand the �laws, weaknesses, and 
fears that have hindered the protagonist not just in fighting the antago-
nist, but in the protagonist’s “ordinary” life. The protagonist’s strengths 
also begin to emerge at this stage.

Stage 4
The protagonist makes a critical, o�ten di�ficult, choice in the fight against 
the antagonist. The choice the protagonist makes determines whether the 
�laws, weaknesses, and fears that hindered them have been conquered 
and the protagonist can handle whatever the antagonist throws at them 
in the final showdown. If the protagonist has evolved enough, they will 
prevail at the climax and emerge as better person (a “happy ending” 
story). The protagonist has failed to evolve enough, they will emerge from 
the climax as a more damaged person (a “tragic ending” story). Even if 
they have prevailed over the antagonist,  it is a hollow victory.  
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Character
The protagonist is in a zone of comfort...

Needs/Wants
...but they want something.

Go
They enter an unfamiliar situation...

Search.
..and adapt to it.

Find
They get what they want...

Take
...but there is a heavy price to pay.

Return
They return to their familiar situation...

Change
...having changed.

Story Circle
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