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A Framework for Aristotelian Analysis of a Literary Work

Aristotle’s Poetics is an analysis of the components, structures, methods and purposes of ancient Greek tragedy 
as written by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides in Athens in the fourth century BC.  However, if we are 
willing to think a bit imaginatively, Aristotle’s insights can be applied to other types of literary texts, including 
novels, short stories, TV shows, films, other types of dramas, and perhaps even poems.  Sometimes you will find
that the work you are looking at is very different from anything Aristotle imagined, but that in itself tells you 
something about the work.  You may also find that you disagree with Aristotle.  After all, he lived more than 
2,000 years ago.  However, thinking about what Aristotle would say will give you ideas about the work, even if 
you disagree with Aristotle.  

The questions below could be skimmed before you read the work you are studying, but you can’t really answer 
them until you have finished reading.  They might be used in group discussions, with different groups looking at 
a different set of questions.  They might also be used to generate ideas for an essay you have been assigned to 
write about the work. 

Components (in order of 
importance)

Questions for Analysis

Plot 1. Are the events in the plot realistic?  Do they seem believable or probable?  
Why or why not?

2. Does the plot have a beginning, a middle, and an end?  Does the beginning 
feel like a natural place to begin?  Does the ending make the story seem 
complete?  Can you imagine what happened before the beginning and after 
the ending?  Explain.

3. Do the events in the plot seem to follow a natural and probable sequence?  
Or is it just one thing after another?  Describe any events that don’t seem to 
follow naturally from the preceding events.

4. Does the plot contain what Aristotle calls a “reversal” in which the plot turns
around in the opposite direction from what was expected?  This could be a 
change from good to bad fortune or from bad fortune to good. Describe any 
such turning points.

5. Does the plot contain a moment of what Aristotle calls “recognition,” in 
which a character suddenly learns a hidden truth?  What did the character 
think was the truth?  What turned out to be the truth?  How does the author 
present this moment?  

6. Does the plot contain a climatic scene in which the truths, problems, and 
conflicts faced by the characters all come together in an intense emotional 
moment?  Describe this scene.

7. Does the plot have a moment when an outside factor unrelated to the action 
suddenly appears to solve a problem?  If so, what effect does this have on the
reader’s response to the story? (Aristotle called this a “deus ex machina,” 
literally a “god from the machine.”  Sometimes on the Greek stage an actor 
playing a god would fly onto the stage suspended from a crane.)

Character 1. Is the character above the common level, superior in some way?  Why or 
why not? (Aristotle thought that tragedy portrayed people as better than the 
are, while comedy portrayed people as worse.  He also thought that no one 
would be interested in the troubles of an ordinary person who was not a king 
or a hero.)

2. Does the character have good moral character? Why or why not? (Of course,



we now have popular stories and films about heroes and anti-heroes of 
doubtful or mixed moral character.  Still, the way we perceive the moral 
character of a hero affects our reaction to the story.) 

3. Does the character behave in a proper way for his or her place in society? 
Why or why not? (Aristotle thinks that there is a proper way for each level of
society to behave.  In his mind, men should behave differently than women, 
high-born people differently than low-born, free men differently than slaves. 
Though we don’t necessarily agree, the concept of appropriate behavior does
have an effect on how we view a character.)

4. Is the character realistic or true to life?  Does the character behave like a 
human being would in those circumstances? Why or why not? (Aristotle 
thinks the character should be true to life.)

5. Is the character consistent?  Do the actions of the character fit with what we 
understand of his or her personality?  Why or why not? (Today, we might 
also ask if a character grows and learns from his or her experiences.)

6. Does the character behave irrationally?  Is there a believable cause for the 
irrational behavior?  (Aristotle thinks that if there is an element of 
irrationality, it should not be essential to the plot.)

Thought 1. What is the play about?  What is the main theme? (Usually, this is an aspect 
of human life that the actions and the ideas of the characters are designed to 
explore.  It could be “conflicted love” or “greed” or a question like “What is 
true courage?”)  

2. What choices do the characters make, and why?  What do they desire?  What
do they avoid? (Aristotle thinks that these choices demonstrate the moral 
values of the characters.)

3. Do the characters, either through statements or actions, show what they 
believe?  What arguments do they make to support their words and actions?

4. Does the work explore any common sayings, proverbs, or maxims?  If so, 
are these sayings proved or disproved?

Diction 1. Does the writer use current and proper words in clear sentences?  It this plain
style effective for the writer’s purpose and audience?  Why or why not?

2. Does the writer use a lofty style with unusual words and literary devices 
such as metaphors and similes? Is this lofty style effective for the writer’s 
purpose and audience? Why or why not?

3. Instead of the plain style or the lofty style, is the writer’s style in-between, a 
middle style?  Is this style effective for the writer’s purpose and audience?  
Why or why not?  

Song 1. What role does music play in this work?  
2. Is music used to influence the emotions of the audience?  
3. What songs and musical compositions are used and what effects do they 

have?

Spectacle 1. How do the visual aspects of the work influence the audience?  
2. Are there particular scenes that are especially beautiful or powerful?
3. Does the work rely too much on spectacle and not enough on plot, character, 

and thought? 


