
Fundamentals of Screenwriting: Assessment Two

Analyse EITHER a film OR a screenplay of your choice, referring in detail to one or more of the models and/

or theories of narrative structure that you have encountered on this module.

---------------------------

The Social Network in an adapted screenplay based on the book ‘The Accidental Billionaires’ By Ben 

Mezrich. The screenplay was written by Aaron Sorkin and tells the story of the social networking site, 

Facebook, and its founder Mark Zuckerberg, from the inception of the idea to Zuckerberg’s establishment as 

one of the youngest billionaires in recent history. It also details the other people said to be involved in 

Facebook’s creation including Eduardo Saverin, Zuckerberg’s best friend, and the Winklevoss twins, who 

claim that Zuckerberg stole the idea of Facebook from them. The Social Network is both an adaptation of 

book ‘The Accidental Billionaires’, by Ben Mezich, and a historical adaptation. Whilst Mezrich claims to have 

tried to accurately re-tell the events of the creation of Facebook, himself saying “I have tried to keep the 

chronology as close to exact as possible” (Mezrich, 2009), Sorkin appears to have written the screenplay for 

The Social Network under no such restriction, adhering more to the logic mentioned in unused dialogue of 

Lawrence of Arabia, “History isn’t made up of truth anyhow, so why worry”. (Chopra-Gant, 2008).

This essay will analyse the screenplay of the Social Network, first through the lens of a number of classical 

film theories, before discussing the tendency of Sorkin’s screenplay to bend rules, particularly those of the 

modern screenwriting gurus. Finally, before the conclusion, I will discuss an idea, suggested by an unlikely 

but credible source, that the screenplay might present a template for a new type of Hollywood screenplay 

structure.

Using Russian formalism, the screenplay of The Social Network distorts both the fabula and the syuzhet of 

the book on which it is based. The screenplay opens with a lengthy scene between Mark Zuckerberg and 

Erica Albright, his soon-to-be ex-girlfriend Erica breaks up with Mark in no uncertain terms, telling him that he 

will go through life with girls not liking him because he is “an asshole” (Sorkin, 2009). Arguably the inciting 

incident of the film, this entire interaction is a fabrication of the screenwriter, adding to the fabula of story. It 

also disrupts the established equilibrium, giving Mark motivation to set into motion all the events that follow. 

(Todorov, 1990). On page twenty-two, the screenplay then surprises the reader with the introduction of 

deposition scenes. It is clear that the story of the creation of Facebook in the Harvard dormitories is being 

told in flashback, making the syuzhet in the screenplay different from the fabula of the story being told.  As 

mentioned, the story also adheres strongly to Todorov’s idea of disrupting equilibriums. Sorkin is particularly 

subtle here, with every disruption to the equilibrium creating more conflict and potential for conflict. For 
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example, when Mark is hated on campus for his role in the creation of Facemash, the Winklevoss twins and 

their business partner, Divya, offer Mark the chance to work for them, unwittingly giving Mark the idea and 

motivation to create Facebook, as a result resetting the film’s equlibrium and introducing conflict between 

Zuckerberg and the Winklevoss twins. (Todorov, 1990). It also seems that The Social Network screenplay, by 

reworking the timeline of events, fits into Propp’s structure of thirty-one Narratemes (Propp, 1968).

One breakdown could be: 

9. Mediation - Mark Zuckerberg creates Facemash out of the need to stand above the woman who wronged 

him 

14. Hero is given a magical gift - The Winklevosses give Mark the idea of exclusivity

15. Guidance - Hero reaches destination - the publication of TheFacebook.com online 

19. Resolution - Facebook becomes a campus success

23. Arrival - Mark goes to Palo Alto, largely unknown to the investors there. 

25. Task - Mark must work to get Facebook in a position where people will invest in it.  

26. Solution - Receipt of Investment and Facebook is a success. 

This fit is far from perfect however, because the analysis requires the characters to be very black or white; 

good or evil. The ending of The Social Network is actually very inconclusive on this issue, with a minor 

character telling Mark, despite his being the main character and superficially the protagonist, “You’re not an 

asshole, Mark. You’re just trying so hard to be” (Sorkin, 2009).  

This kind of analysis, dealing with heroes and villains, does not feel appropriate when discussing the 

screenplay for The Social Network. It has been commented that one of the great successes of the 

screenplay is that the audience empathises with all the characters, for example “when Cameron Winklevoss 

finally overcomes his fine breeding and respect for the Harvard brotherhood to declare, “Let’s fucking gut 

that little nerd”, didn’t you think, “Yeah, and about time too!!!”” (Palmer, 2010). As such, exploring the film in 
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the structure set out by modern screenwriting gurus might be a more appropriate way of analysing The 

Social Network.

Christopher Booker talks about plots, with the seven “most important of these underlying shapes” (Booker, 

2005) being overcoming the monster, rags to riches, the quest, voyage and return, comedy, tragedy and 

rebirth. Depending on an individuals social perspective The Social Network screenplay seems to be either a 

rags to riches tale, or a tragedy. 

In The Social Network, Mark Zuckerberg, whilst successful enough to get into Harvard, is dismissed by the 

university’s exclusive Final Clubs and largely derided by the rest of the student body until he creates 

Facebook, becomes a hero on a campus “that included 19 Nobel Laureates, 15 Pulitzer Prize winners, two 

future Olympians and a movie star” (Sorkin, 2009) and then takes that company on to be one of the biggest 

internet ventures in the world. This seems to fit perfectly with the definition of a Rags to Riches tale where 

“an ordinary, insignificant person, dismissed by everyone as of little account, who suddenly steps to the 

centre of the stage, revealed to be someone quite exceptional” (Booker, 2005). On the other hand, 

Zuckerberg could be seen as the tragic hero who becomes a monster, where he is “plotting his way 

ruthlessly to the throne, over a mounting pile of corpses” (Booker, 2005). Sorkin (2009) himself describes 

Zuckerberg as hiding a “very complicated and dangerous anger” in the screenplay. At the end of the 

screenplay, Mark is left sitting alone with his new business cards confirming his status as the king; “I’m 

CEO ... Bitch” (Sorkin, 2009).

The screenplay for The Social Network is certainly a combination of these two story archetypes. It is 

perfectly possibly to see the screenplay as both types of story simultaneously, both marvelling at 

Zuckerberg’s achievement and mourning the human cost of the success.

This layered story makes for a complex screenplay, one which is one hundred and sixty three pages long. 

Syd Field, in his book ‘Screenplay The Foundations of Screenwriting’, lays out some fairly strict rules for the 

length of a Hollywood screenplay, which he claims should be no longer than one hundred and twenty eight 

pages, a decision he claims has “evolved over the years” (Field, 2005) for economic reasons in Hollywood, 

where films should be no longer than two hours to maximise cinema viewings. Despite this incongruity,  The 

Social Network does seem to fit into Field’s three act paradigm, although it does somewhat simplify the 

events of the screenplay. 
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Structure of the screenplay using the Field Three Act Paradigm:

Inciting Incident: Mark’s break-up with Erica. 

Set-up: The events that lead to Mark creating Facebook in his Harvard dorm.

Plot Point 1: The publication of Facebook online. 

Confrontation: The Cease and Desist letter from the Winklevoss twins, the arguments between Mark and 

Eduardo over Sean Parker’s involvement in the company, the struggle to find advertisers

Plot Point 2: Eduardo’s decision to cancel his funding of Facebook 

Resolution: Eduardo unknowingly signing legal contracts that see him removed from Facebook ownership, 

Sean Parker getting into legal issues that forces him out of the company. The court cases being resolved so 

that Mark has to pay out-of-court settlements to the Winklevoss twins and to Eduardo Saverin

End: Mark alone, still wealthy and powerful, requesting Erica Albright’s friendship on Facebook. 

Whilst the page numbers don’t align with Field’s suggested page numbers for key plot points the ratios of the 

setup, confrontation and resolution are broadly in line with Field’s suggestion of a quarter/half/quarter 

distribution of time. (Field, 2005). However, there is the nagging feeling that this structure oversimplifies 

analysis of this screenplay, particularly when we consider Field’s assertion that every act in his three act 

structure should have a natural beginning, middle and end. (Field, 2005). The introduction of Sean Parker as 

an antagonist disturbs the films equilibrium in the confrontation act at the the same time as the Winklevoss 

twins disappear into the background, their threat to Facebook diminishing. This transition happens in the 

middle of the screenplay, ending one section of the film in the middle of an act, which does not sit well with 

Field’s analysis. So whilst Mark’s story seems to follow a three act structure, the plots surrounding the 

characters of Eduardo, Sean, the Winklevoss twins, and of Facebook itself, disrupt Field’s slightly simplistic 

and linear paradigm. 
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Robert McKee offers an alternative model for analysis of the structure of The Social Network screenplay. His 

five act structure, comprising of the Inciting Incident, Progressive Complications, Crisis, Climax and 

Resolution, with scope for plots and sub-plots may be more flexible, robust and able to cope with analysis of 

The Social Network. This flexibility is highlighted by McKee himself in the first line of Story where he says 

“Story is about principles, not rules”. (McKee, 1999). In this analysis, the length of the screenplay and the 

position of key plot points are of far less importance to the effectiveness of the screenplay than under 

analysis using Field’s model. What is important is that “A story must not retreat to the actions of lesser quality 

or magnitude but move progressively forward to a final action beyond which the audience cannot imagine 

another”. (McKee, 1999). The Social Network certainly adheres to this advice, building steadily through all of 

the five acts. 

Inciting Incident: Mark being broken up with by Erica inspires him to create Facemash. 

Progressive Complications: This section encompasses everything from the creation of Facemash right 

through until the angel investment from Peter Thiel. 

Crisis: The phone call where Mark admonishes Eduardo for closing the bank account and decides to cut him 

out of Facebook with the new contracts. 

Climax: Eduardo confronting Mark at Facebook’s offices when he realises that he has been duped out of his 

share of Facebook. 

Resolution: Sean Parker’s undoing at his own hand and the final scene at the deposition. 

As mentioned previously, Sorkin adjusts the timeline of actual events is his screenplay in order for each 

progressive complication each raise the stakes over the previous, or offer a new challenge, perfectly 

mirroring McKee’s analysis. An interesting example is Sorkin’s use of the Winklevoss twins. In Mezrich’s 

book, Mark receives the cease and desist letter from the Winklevoss twins, trying to block Facebook, very 

late in narrative, after Mark has started the process of cutting Eduardo out of the company (Sorkin, 2009). In 

Sorkin’s screenplay, this happens much earlier, shortly after Facebook is launched. This sequence becomes 

a key complication in the screenplay although it is quickly disregarded in the book. This adjustment in the 
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sequence of events maintains conflict and drama, whilst allowing the audience to focus on the relationship 

between Eduardo and Mark during the crucial Crisis and Climax sequences. McKee’s model for analysis 

(five acts and progressive complications) provides a good model for the structure of the screenplay and for 

the screenwriters choices in construction of fabula and syuzhet. However, this screenplay breaks a number 

of the rules and conventions of the modern screenwriting guru. It will be useful to explore some models for 

rule breaking cinema to see if The Social Network actual fits into mainstream Hollywood story telling. 

The Social Network screenplay is not a network narrative, nor a film with a four act structure. However the 

screenplay uses some modern, rule breaking screenwriting techniques. Not immediately obvious is the film’s 

use of unreliable narrators. On page 145 Eduardo tells Mark, in the deposition scene, that he is Mark’s “only 

friend” (Sorkin, 2009) although the reader knows, through having seen Mark’s interactions with other people, 

that this is not the case, leaving the reader to think these are the biased accounts of the screenplay’s 

characters.   

The screenplay also has, at its centre, some maladjusted protagonists. Particularly Mark Zuckerberg. Whilst 

it is hard to give the screenwriter full credit for innovation in this case, The Social Network being a historical 

adaptation portraying a high profile figure, in Mark Zuckerberg Sorkin has created a very modern anti-hero, a 

protagonist pushed “to extremes” (Bordwell, 2006) by the knowledge that he is an outsider and likely to 

remain so. In Mark’s case, his “extreme” is his sociopathic need to get noticed, something Eduardo 

comments on directly in the deposition scenes, “he’d gotten a lot of notoriety. Facemash did exactly what he 

wanted it to do” (Sorkin 2009). This behaviour is caused by the breakup with his girlfriend and then 

compounded by jealously of his friend, who is joining a Final Club. It is interesting to note that Bordwell calls 

these maladjusted protagonists “well suited for episodic treatment” (Bordwell, 2006) as it mirrors a comment 

from Justin Timberlake, who plays Sean Parker in the film of The Social Network, made during the 

commentary on the Blu Ray copy of The Social Network film. He claims that The Social Network is a “two-

part film” (Social Network Blu Ray Commentary, 2011). The first part of the screenplay looking at Facebook’s 

creation and existence at Harvard, whilst the second part takes place largely on the west coast of America, 

following Facebook as it grows from a project run from apartment bedrooms to its existence as a 

multinational company. 

It is an interesting concept. 
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Certainly, if we accept Bordwell’s view of the maladjusted protagonist, this almost episodic, two-part structure 

would go a long way to explaining the success of Mark Zuckerberg as the lead character. The screenplay 

has two distinct antagonists that have no interaction and very little overlap; the Winklevosses threaten 

Facebook in the first half of the movie, Sean Parker undermines the leadership structure of the fledging 

company in the second half. The focus of the story changes once Mark leaves Harvard, from his struggles 

and his decisions, to those of Eduardo Saverin as he tries to cling onto Facebook before he is betrayed. 

Does this screenplay present a twist on traditional Hollywood structure? Does this screenplay work because 

it is unconventionally split into two distinct episodes, overlapping slightly through the middle of the film, linked 

by the the relationship of Mark and Eduardo, the growth of Facebook and the deposition scenes that provide 

a known conclusion for all the major characters (that being a legal battle)? Under this model, borrowing 

Field’s three act structure that fits well when the film is broken down into two sections, a structure could be:

Episode 1. Harvard social politics and the creation of Facebook 

then 

Episode 2. The intervention of Sean Parker and Facebook’s move to Palo Alto

Ep. 1. Inciting Incident: Breaking up with Erica 

Ep. 1. Set-up: The creation of Facemash and the destruction of Mark’s image at Harvard

Ep. 1. Plot Point 1: Discussing exclusivity with the Winklevoss twins 

Ep. 1. Confrontation: Building Facebook, clash with the Winklevoss twins, the establishment of Facebook at 

Harvard.

Ep. 1. Plot Point 2: Mark’s second meeting with Erica and the decision to expand Facebook to Stanford 

university 
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Episode 2 Inciting Incident: The first meeting with Sean Parker 

Ep. 1 Resolution/Ep 2 Set up: The hiring of the interns, moving to California

Ep. 1. End: The Winklevoss twins decide to sue Mark. Facebook has moved to California.

Ep 2. Plot Point 1: Sean wins Mark over as the two discuss the the potential for Facebook in a San Francisco 

nightclub  

Ep. 2.Confrontation: Sean Parker moves into the Palo Alto house, Eduardo breaks up with his girlfriend, the 

meeting at the hedge funds, 

Ep. 2. Plot Point 2: Eduardo’s decision to cut his funding of Facebook. 

Ep. 2. Resolution: Eduardo is cut out of Facebook, Sean Parker gets caught by the police with drugs

Ep. 2 End:  The final resolutions of the depositions and Mark tries to befriend Erica on Facebook. 

Timberlake’s insight is interesting, and through this analysis we can see that the film does go through two 

distinct stages. It is impossible to say whether this two part structure was the intention of the screenwriter or 

merely a byproduct of writing within the constraint of the timeline of Facebook’s growth. Certainly the 

episodic nature of the screenplay succeeds in sustaining the interest of the reader, providing a real disruption  

to the equilibrium, not only of the characters and the screenplay, but also to the reader, who needs to learn 

the new world along with the characters.

In conclusion, I would suggest The Social Network does flex certain Hollywood screenwriting conventions 

and test a number of theories put forward by modern screenwriting gurus (perhaps owing to the proclivities 

of its high profile screenwriter). It also provides a challenge for classical analysis, with the morally ambiguous 

characters making the film hard to classify into Propp’s narratemes structure. However, this is still a film 

governed by key screenwriting tenets such as conflict being drama and conflict needing to build over the 

course of the screenplay. Acknowledging this, McKee’s Five act structure allows for the most robust analysis 

of The Social Network, but that may be because it is the most flexible model. However, the idea that this film 
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is almost episodic in nature, telling two stories about one company, held together by the links between 

characters is a compelling one and provides evidence that a screenwriter can be creative in their structure of 

a screenplay and still achieve Oscar winning success.
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