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			Introduction

			In October 1798, Jane Austen came very near to losing her writing. As she explained in a letter to her sister Cassandra, 

			After we had been here a quarter of an hour it was discovered that my writing and dressing boxes had been by accident put into a chaise which was just packing off as we came in, and were driven away toward Gravesend in their way to the West Indies. No part of my property could have been such a prize before, for in my writing-box was all my worldly wealth.1

			The writing box contained both Austen’s tools for crafting words—the paper, the ink, the quill pens—and her words themselves, the products of her creation. She seems unworried by the loss of her dressing boxes—her writing box was the prize. At this point, she had not yet received recognition for her writing: It would be more than a decade before the publication of Sense and Sensibility, in 1811. Yet publication and recognition were irrelevant; she treasured her writing more than any other possession.

			
				
					[image: Jane's writing box. It appears as a wooden box that unfolds to create a slanted wooden writing surface. It has room for ink, quills, and other supplies, as well as for manuscripts.]
				

			

			Jane’s writing box, which is held by the British Library.2

			

			Fortunately, Jane’s fears did not last long. A man was dispatched on a horse, and in about thirty minutes, her writing box was back in her possession.

			From this experience, I have learned an invaluable writing lesson: It is absolutely necessary to back up your work in multiple places.

			I’m sure that if Jane lived in the digital age, she would agree.

			Of course, there is much more we can learn from Jane Austen than the value of keeping hold of your work. Regardless of what style or genre you write, regardless of whether you are a beginning writer or a seasoned professional, regardless of your nationality, race, or gender, there is much we can all learn from Austen about storytelling. She is a master of character and plot, dialogue and setting, form and function. By considering her writing techniques and applying them, we can hone our craft and better tell our own stories. And as readers, a better understanding of Austen’s craft will lead to a greater appreciation for her work.

			Thousands of years ago, the Greeks and the Romans touted imitation of the masters as one of the primary ways to learn to write. Jane herself engaged endlessly in imitation. Scholar Rachel M. Brownstein has written about how both Jane Austen and her contemporary, Lord Byron, learned to write through imitation; Lord Byron was encouraged to imitate the classics at school, while Austen imitated contemporary fiction out of her own initiative. Brownstein explains, “By imitating the styles and voices of writers before them, recognizing and rehearsing established tropes and tricks, writers may develop their distinctive … styles and learn in the process to engage with readers.” While Austen’s imitations, now available in her Juvenilia, were largely parodies, burlesques, and satires, through them she mastered storytelling techniques and developed her own style and approach to writing. Brownstein writes, “Jane Austen started out mimicking fiction to show up its mindless falseness, and learned in the process how to mimic the minds of whole neighbourhoods so as to make them seem ridiculous and real.”3

			Just as Jane Austen learned to write through imitating others, we can learn to write better by imitating her. The goal, of course, is not to write exactly like Jane Austen or to adopt her voice and style. Rather, the goal is to write with Jane Austen—to learn from her techniques and her mastery of storytelling and the English language, and by doing so to develop our own mastery.

			Jane Austen has transformed my own abilities as a storyteller. My first exposure to Austen was when I was eleven years old. My mother handed me a copy of Pride and Prejudice, and I liked it so much that I read it twice that year. Like Austen, I’ve enjoyed writing since I was very young, and I wrote many short stories throughout my youth—though none nearly as entertaining as Austen’s juvenilia. In college, I earned a master’s degree in Rhetoric and Composition, focusing on what makes writing work and how to teach writing to others. But it was only after graduating that I began to take my fiction seriously. In the following years, I wrote many short stories and novels across various genres—contemporary, literary, historical, and fantasy. A number of my short stories were published, and I could tell that I was improving as a writer, but I also knew my skills hadn’t developed as far as I needed them to in order to tell the stories of my heart.

			

			For years I had been thinking about Mary Bennet and what could give her purpose and meaning—what could allow her to live a life beyond the confines of her family and society’s expectations. I decided to write a novel titled The Secret Life of Miss Mary Bennet, and doing so forced me to immerse myself in Austen’s craft. 

			Even though I was writing a work inspired by Pride and Prejudice, I didn’t want to directly imitate the voice of Austen’s narrator. But I desperately needed to understand how Austen weaves supporting characters throughout her plots, how she uses foreshadowing, what makes her relationships feel real, and how she adds nuance and depth to her conclusions. 

			After studying Austen’s craft, I ended up publishing three Mary Bennet novels (the first of which was nominated for the Mary Higgins Clark Award), a number of award-winning short stories, and an essay that was nominated for the Pushcart Prize. On my blog and at writing conferences, I began teaching other writers the techniques I’d learned from Austen that apply to any genre. Ultimately, I decided I wanted to turn what I had learned from Jane Austen—these masterclasses she gifted me—into a full book.

			Write with Jane Austen will provide lessons on writing based on Austen’s six complete novels and her shorter and unpublished works, with occasional references to other Austen-inspired texts. There are numerous editions of Jane Austen, many of which have made changes to the original text. Some update early nineteenth-century British English to modern British English usage; some editions use American spellings; many modernize Austen’s punctuation to match contemporary conventions. For the purposes of this book, quotes from Austen’s six novels will be taken from the Project Gutenberg editions, which stay very close to the original texts.4 Because of the many editions, specific page numbers will not be cited.5

			We will begin by looking at story as a journey—both internal and external—through analyzing Austen’s use of plot structure and character arcs. We will then consider creating characters, crafting the beginnings of stories, and choosing an overall stance for the work. Next, we will focus on applying pressure to characters through antagonism and the rising action, as well as how to construct key turning points and use foreshadowing. From there we will learn Austen’s techniques for planting emotional clues, using dynamic settings to impact a character’s journeys, crafting compelling relationships and relationship arcs, and creating engaging dialogue that forwards the story. Then we will explore Austen’s approaches to style, humor, and irony, and how we can apply what we learn to our own distinctive writing styles. Finally, we will consider how Austen created a space for writing in her life and how we can do the same.

			Throughout these lessons, I include writing exercises. Like the Greeks and the Romans discovered long ago, and countless modern researchers have reconfirmed, I have found that one of the very best ways to learn to write is to actually write. I’ve taught writing classes as an adjunct faculty member at two universities and one community college, and my students and I always learn so much through exercises—short pieces that are not necessarily intended for publication but are a type of focused practice. Writing exercises help us develop specific techniques and skills in a contained medium; these techniques then become familiar tools that can be applied as needed to your future projects.

			In this book, you will find four main types of writing exercises. 

			
					
Short scene prompts. These prompts include directions for writing a short scene using specific techniques that we find in Austen’s stories. Doing these exercises is like practicing scales on an instrument or running drills in a sport: It is an opportunity to learn, refine, and internalize certain skills.


					
Analysis. This type of exercise asks you to find and analyze other works of fiction, whether literature, film, or other media. Analyzing masterful storytelling trains your mind to think analytically; truly understanding the tools of storytelling and different ways to implement them will make these tools more comfortable and useful in your own hands. 


					
Personal experience. The third type of exercise requires you to draw upon your own life, and your own experiences with people and settings and tension, in order to learn and apply storytelling principles. Our lives are filled with story and meaning, and noticing the stories about ourselves and those around us can help us connect to these techniques on a more personal level, as well as understand why these techniques resonate with readers.


					
Current projects. This final type of exercise focuses on applying the lessons from Austen to your current writing projects, whether you are brainstorming a short story, drafting a screenplay, or revising a novel. Ultimately, we need to take the techniques that we learn and apply them to our polished writing that is intended for a wider audience.


			

			As you read this book, you can choose to do the writing exercises sequentially, you can focus on exercises in certain chapters, or you can revisit the exercises later. You can do all the exercises in a chapter or select a few that seem most relevant to the skills you want to improve. Feel free to modify the exercises to suit your needs. Regardless of how you choose to use the exercises, it is through applying and practicing these techniques that you will improve your writing and your storytelling.

			It has now been 250 years since Jane Austen’s birth. Endless writers have eloquently expressed her impact, both on themselves personally and more generally on culture, society, and the literary world. Dozens of films have brought Austen’s work to the screen, and dozens of scripts have brought her work to the stage. Memes, gifs, and spin-offs apply her storytelling in new directions and invite us to participate in the worlds and words she crafted. And so we return, again and again, to her words and her brilliance. As you read this book, I invite you to spend a little more time with Jane Austen, the master storyteller.

			

			
				
						1.  Jane Austen to Cassandra Austen, October 24, 1798. Letters of Jane Austen. 


						2.  Details on image sources and licenses can be found in the back matter, in the Image Sources section.


						3.  Brownstein, “Endless Imitation,” 128, 133.


						4.  There are a few exceptions when I use other editions. These will be noted in the text. Also, the Project Gutenberg edition of Persuasion omits the periods after “Mr.” and “Mrs.” However, I will include the periods in order to match Austen’s original editions and to match the Project Gutenberg editions of the other books.


						5.  Life is too short and this book is too long for me to include exact citations for quotes from Austen’s novels. Besides, do you really want two thousand references in the footnotes when you can find the exact location of the quotes by searching online? (However, if you are into references the way I am, then you will enjoy the index locorum, which does include all the references to Austen’s works, organized by book and chapter.)


				

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One 

			The Journey

			“I wish as well as everybody else to be perfectly happy; but, like everybody else it must be in my own way.”

			—Sense and Sensibility

			In Jane Austen’s first published novel, Sense and Sensibility, Edward Ferrars receives constant pressure from his family to conform to their expectations for him—they want him to seek greatness by pursuing success and wealth. From their perspective, doing so will grant him (and, by extension, his family) happiness. He does desire happiness, but as he says, “it must be in my own way.”

			In fiction, each character must seek their own happiness, and each character must do so by following their own distinctive journey. This includes two parts: an external journey, an interaction with the world, also known as plot; and an internal journey, a changing and progression of the self, also known as character. The external and internal journeys, plot and character, must be addressed at every stage of the writing process and at every moment in a story.

			Throughout Austen’s work, a single underlying principle distills both character and plot, creating the intersections between internal and external journeys: A main character must want something.6

			In Austen’s novel Emma, the title character, Emma Woodhouse, wants to bring others happiness (and herself entertainment) by playing matchmaker. At the beginning of the story, she sets herself on this path while speaking of her success in finding a husband for her dear friend and governess, Miss Taylor:

			“I made the match myself. I made the match, you know, four years ago; and to have it take place, and be proved in the right, when so many people said Mr. Weston would never marry again, may comfort me for any thing.”

			Mr. Knightley shook his head at [Emma]. Her father fondly replied, “Ah! my dear, I wish you would not make matches and foretell things, for whatever you say always comes to pass. Pray do not make any more matches.”

			“I promise you to make none for myself, papa; but I must, indeed, for other people. It is the greatest amusement in the world! And after such success, you know!”

			The wants of a character reveal their internal character and personality.

			Emma wants to be a matchmaker because she believes she understands people better than they understand themselves.7 Not only does she consider herself superior to others, but she is used to getting what she wants.

			Her internal journey focuses on the question: Can she change? In other words, can she learn to look outside herself? Can she give others the same autonomy that she possesses?

			A character’s want may assist them on their internal journey, or it may interfere with that journey. Ultimately, the character’s want will be a catalyst for change, whether positive or negative.

			
				
					[image: A delightful watercolor of Mr. Weston holding an umbrella over Miss Taylor as they walk down the lane. Emma, who carries her own umbrella, watches them with a pleased look.]
				

			

			Emma bringing Mr. Weston and Miss Taylor together. Illustration by C. E. Brock, 1909.

			

			The wants of a character create plot.

			Emma’s desire to make matches leads to most of the action (and comedy) of the novel, such as her prolonged attempt to match her friend Harriet Smith with the vicar, Mr. Elton.

			She constantly strives for this goal, and this striving creates struggle and conflict, an essential element of plot. At various points, Emma progresses toward her want, and at other points she experiences failure. As we near the end of the novel, her want shifts: She rejects matchmaking, for she sees all the trouble it has caused both herself and others. Yet even once she stops interfering in the romantic lives of others, her previous actions continue their domino effect, impacting the final plot events.

			Ultimately, a want will influence how a character interacts with other characters and the world. In traditional Western narratives, a want drives the external journey. 

			How do you show character wants?

			One of the simplest ways to show what a character wants is through their dialogue, as seen in the above example from Emma. As we will discuss in Chapter 9, dialogue is not just about communication: It is a tool we use to assert our identities in the world, to create change, and to influence other characters.

			What a character wants should also be shown through action. Emma arranges endless opportunities for Harriet and Mr. Elton to spend time together. At one point as she walks with them, she intentionally breaks her shoelace so she can fall behind, giving them the opportunity to be alone.

			A further method that can be used to show character wants and motivation is through description. Emma notices every time Mr. Elton looks in Harriet’s direction, and the description reflects her motivation and hopes.

			Finally, wants are manifested through emotion and internal thoughts. As we see in the previous passage, Emma delights in the results of her behavior. Later, when we see her internal thoughts, it is clear that her perspective is not a complete view of the situation; it’s a lens, pointed in a certain direction and controlled by her past experiences and beliefs.

			Throughout the rest of Write with Jane Austen, we’ll see how wants are manifested in both the internal and external journey. And in this chapter, we’ll further explore what external journeys and internal journeys look like for characters. But first, a few writing exercises.

			Exercise 1.1: Character Manifesto

			Whether you’re writing a novel, a short story, or a picture book, your main character should want something. One method of discovering and/or refining what your character wants is through expressing their wants, from their perspective, in the form of a manifesto—a public declaration of intent or motivation.

			Write a manifesto from your main character’s point of view about what they want, why they want it, and what they are willing to do to get it. This could be a single paragraph or a full page.

			Exercise 1.2: Two Character Wants

			Write a short scene featuring two adults who, after a decade apart, experience a chance meeting at a park. In addition to considering how these characters might interact at this sort of reunion, make sure to give both individuals a strong character want (such as being a matchmaker, getting home in time for a basketball game, selling a product, etc.). The character wants should impact the dialogue, the action, the description, and the characters’ emotions and thoughts.

			Exercise 1.3: A List of Fictional Wants

			Set a timer for five minutes. During this time, think about characters from books, movies, and other stories. Write down a list of as many characters and their wants as you can before the time goes off.

			 

			The External Journey: Plot

			For many readers, Pride and Prejudice is their first experience of Jane Austen, as it was for me. Its plot captivated me from the start—a family with five daughters and an uncertain future. Each daughter has a distinctive personality, but I especially liked Elizabeth, with her independence and her wit. Elizabeth and her family attend balls, forge and fracture relationships, and try to make their way in the world. And in the end, we find out their fates.

			The story uses a classic structure, which Aristotle detailed over two thousand years ago in Poetics. For something to be a story, he explains, there must be a beginning, a middle, and an end.8 This movement through the beginning, middle, and end of a story typically takes the form of a complication followed by an unraveling. In the complication, difficulties build on each other, the characters seek the things they want, and relationships shift and change. In the unraveling, difficulties resolve, the characters either achieve or fail to achieve their wants, and relationships solidify.9

			If we skip ahead to the nineteenth century, we meet Gustav Freytag, a German playwright and novelist. He expands on Aristotle’s sense of complication and unraveling, using the visual of a pyramid to explain a plot as rising and falling action.10 While Freytag describes a plot and its structure in detail, he points out that he doesn’t intend for his structure to act as “a dictator.” He wants plot structure to be “an honest helper”—a tool that helps us be creative and tell effective stories.11

			The classic plot moments that make up Freytag’s pyramid occur in so many stories because they are effective at powerfully conveying conflict and tension and action to an audience. Looking at how Austen uses narrative structure can help us at multiple stages of the writing process: when planning, while writing, and during revisions. Let’s first analyze the plot structure of Pride and Prejudice. We’ll consider how the plot takes Elizabeth Bennet and Mr. Darcy on an external journey, as they interact with the world and with each other.

			Note: the following chart is followed by close-ups of segments of the chart.

			
				
					[image: The plot structure of Pride and Prejudice. A triangle is shown to illustrate the structure.]
				

			

			
				
					[image: Close up #1 of the plot structure chart. Exposition: Five Bennet daughters, none of them married. Inciting incident: "Netherfield is let as last!" Bingley and company arrive. Rising action part 1: Meryton assembly, arrival of the militia, Netherfield ball, Mr. Collins proposes. Bingley and company leave.]
				

			

			

			
				
					[image: Close up part 2. Midpoint/key turning point: Mr. Darcy's 1st proposal. Rising Action part 2: Time with Jane. Lydia's visit to Brighton. Elizabeth's visit to Pemberley.]
				

			

			
				
					[image: Close up part 3: Climax: Lydia elopes; Elizabeth's despair; Elizabeth and Darcy part ways. Falling action: Elizabeth supports family; Darcy finds Wickham, Lydia is married; Jane's engagement; Lady Catherine confronts Elizabeth. The final suspense: Part 1: Mr. Darcy leaves. Part 2: Mr. Darcy's second proposal. Denouement: Double wedding; where everyone is now.]
				

			

			

			The Exposition

			The exposition is the story world before the true story begins. The world is in stasis—it’s still—and the inciting incident, the event that gets the plot moving, hasn’t happened yet. Generally, the exposition is trying to paint a “picture of the situation,” helping us to understand characters, relationships, the time, and the place.12 There’s no set length for how long an exposition should be: In some books, it takes several chapters, and in others, only a few sentences. Some stories skip the exposition and start immediately with the inciting incident, and then little pieces of exposition are woven in throughout the beginning of the story. 

			In Pride and Prejudice, not much time is spent on exposition at all—news of the inciting incident is delivered on the very first page. Yet in the opening chapters, the backstory is still made clear. We understand who these characters are, quickly grasp the nature of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet’s marriage, learn of the entailment, and understand Mrs. Bennet’s goal: to marry off her daughters so they don’t die in poverty.

			The Inciting Incident

			An inciting incident is an event that sets the plot in motion, changing things for the character and starting them on both their internal and external journeys. This incident carries weight for the main character and creates the opportunity for change, both internally and externally. It often introduces forces outside of the main character’s control. This disruption requires the main character to adapt and grow and interact with others in new ways. It often also sets up the main themes and conflicts of the story.

			In Pride and Prejudice, the inciting incident is Mr. Bingley’s arrival. Mrs. Bennet sets her sights on him marrying her eldest daughter, Jane, which becomes one of the major threads of the novel. Mr. Bingley also brings his sisters and his good friend Mr. Darcy to Meryton. When Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth meet, they are immediately antagonistic to each other. Ultimately it’s their pride, their prejudice, and their romance that create the main external journey of the novel.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Mr. Bingley arrives at Netherfield. Illustration by Hugh Thomson, 1894.

			Rising Action Part I

			After the inciting incident comes the rising action of the novel. To use Aristotle’s term, this is the complication. This is the middle, with all the interesting scenes and incidents and relationships that help and hinder the characters. Through the rising action, we become more interested and invested in the characters and their stories. The themes of the novel are explored and developed. The rising action also introduces any remaining characters and subplots that will be important in the climax and falling action.

			In the first half of Pride and Prejudice’s rising action, we experience some of the most memorable scenes: two balls, meeting the Bingleys and Mr. Darcy, the introduction of Mr. George Wickham, Mr. Collins’s visit and failed proposal, and Elizabeth’s trip to visit Mr. and Mrs. Collins. Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy’s relationship develops, and circumstances change for many of the other characters (for instance, Jane falls in love with Mr. Bingley; then, when everything is looking good for their relationship, he leaves). Themes and issues are raised—the role of love in marriage, the importance of financial security, and the tensions between individuals and society.

			
				
					[image: Jane, in black, with a feathered hat, sits on her horse. The horse looks uncertain. Mrs. Bennet stands by, looking pleased.]
				

			

			In a memorable scene during the rising action, Mrs. Bennet sends Jane to Netherfield on horseback because she knows that it will rain.  Illustration by Hugh Thomson, 1894.

			The Midpoint/Key Turning Points

			The midpoint is an event at or near the center of the story in which the core aspects of the character’s journey are brought under a lens.13 The character typically experiences either a major victory or a major defeat. In either case, the main character has not experienced a full transformation; they have not completed their internal journey. The midpoint generally highlights this, either providing tools the main character will need to make it through the climax and falling action, or emphasizing what the main character must still learn.

			The midpoint in Pride and Prejudice is Mr. Darcy’s first proposal to Elizabeth. Both Mr. Darcy and Elizabeth display their pride and prejudice in full force. Mr. Darcy tells Elizabeth all the many reasons he has resisted proposing to her (her family’s status and behavior, and her lack of connections). Elizabeth refuses him. She verbally attacks him for his pride, accuses him of splitting up Mr. Bingley and Jane (which he did), and states that he caused Mr. Wickham’s ruin (a falsehood, which shows the pitfalls of Elizabeth’s prejudice). Then, in a follow-up scene, which is arguably part of this same sequence, Mr. Darcy writes a letter to Elizabeth, explaining his choices and perspective. He also tells her the story of how Wickham attempted to seduce his young sister in order to gain her fortune.

			The midpoint is a key turning point that marks a major shift for the characters, often causing them to change both internally and externally. After Elizabeth’s refusal, Mr. Darcy begins to treat others with more kindness; later, he explains,

			“I have been a selfish being all my life, in practice, though not in principle. As a child I was taught what was right, but I was not taught to correct my temper. I was given good principles, but left to follow them in pride and conceit.”

			After reading Mr. Darcy’s letter and reflecting on it extensively, Elizabeth begins to question her preconceived notions and opens herself up to forgiveness and new perspectives.

			Several Pride and Prejudice adaptations move Darcy’s first proposal from the midpoint to the climax of the story. This often leads to substantive plot and character changes, because everything after the climax is falling action. (An example of this is Kate Hamill’s theatrical adaptation of Pride and Prejudice.) However, in the original text, Mr. Darcy’s first proposal happens almost exactly at the midpoint of the novel, and many film adaptations follow suit. (For instance, in the 1995 BBC adaptation, the proposal occurs at the end of the third episode, with three episodes remaining for the rest of the rising action, the climax, the falling action, and the denouement.) Other adaptations use his first proposal as a key turning point yet push the moment back so it occurs further along in the rising action; however, these versions keep Austen’s original climax scene—the news of Lydia and Wickham—as the story climax. (This is the case in Melissa Leilani Larson’s theatrical adaptation; the proposal occurs about two-thirds of the way through the script and acts as a key turning point.)14 It’s my personal belief that the exact placement of this sort of key turning point is less important than the structural and thematic roles it plays in the story.

			
				
					[image: A line drawing of Elizabeth and her aunt and uncle looking at the portrait hall. The closest portrait is Mr. Darcy. We see only a pleasing impression; the focus is on Elizabeth as she gazes at him while leaning on her umbrella.]
				

			

			

			While visiting Pemberley, Elizabeth spends several minutes looking at Mr. Darcy’s portrait. Illustration by C. E. Brock, 1895.

			Rising Action Part II

			After the midpoint, the action continues to rise toward the climax. The stakes—what can be lost, and what can be gained—are higher and more personal for the characters than they were in the first segment of the rising action.

			During this section of the novel, Elizabeth engages in much reflection and soul-searching that has been triggered by the midpoint—the proposal and letter. Elizabeth returns to her home and decides not to expose Wickham’s true character, even when her younger sister Lydia travels to Brighton with the militia. Elizabeth then takes a trip to Derbyshire with her aunt and uncle, and they visit Darcy’s home, Pemberley. While they are there, Darcy’s servants testify of his true character, and Darcy appears. He has changed—he goes out of his way to be friendly and polite to Elizabeth’s aunt and uncle. Elizabeth wonders if she made the right decision in rejecting him, and they spend time together.

			The Climax

			In the climax, all the themes and conflicts of the novel come to a crisis, and it seems impossible for the characters to get what they want. Freytag writes that in or after the climax there should be a “tragic moment or force.”15

			In Pride and Prejudice, the tragic moment or force is when Elizabeth receives Jane’s letters and learns that Lydia has run off with Mr. Wickham. This truly is a crisis, and the scene it causes is the climax of the novel: the point of greatest intensity, when everything the characters care about is at risk. The entire Bennet family will likely be ruined when word of this gets out, and Elizabeth will lose any chance of a good marriage. Further, she believes that now Mr. Darcy must despise her—everything he disliked about her family before pales in comparison to this. Mr. Darcy immediately leaves, and Elizabeth is certain that she will never see him again.

			Falling Action

			The falling action is when all the final conflicts, questions, relationships, and subplots are addressed. Now the characters are fully put to the test: Can they resolve the problem of the climax and the larger problems of the narrative? Can the main characters create a satisfactory resolution for themselves and others? Will they be able to use what they have learned throughout the story to address both internal and external challenges?

			In some genres, the falling action includes a big final battle. Austen may not use an actual battle, but the stakes are just as high, and the circumstances challenge the characters to their limits.16

			In Pride and Prejudice, Darcy proves himself in the falling action by finding Lydia and Wickham, pressuring them to marry, and providing them with financial support—all without taking any credit. He also brings Bingley and Jane back together.

			Elizabeth returns home and provides support for her family members. Then, when Lady Catherine de Bourgh visits in an attempt to intimidate Elizabeth into submission (by requesting a promise never to enter into an engagement with Mr. Darcy), Elizabeth uses her pride in a useful way, to defend herself and stick to her principles. This event ultimately leads Darcy to realize that he still has a chance with Elizabeth.

			The Final Suspense

			In most stories, the falling action leads the characters in a particular direction, toward either success or tragedy. But then, as part of the falling action, they encounter what Freytag calls the final suspense. For Freytag, the final suspense is “a new, slight suspense; a slight hindrance … thrown in the way of the already indicated direction of the end.” In a tragedy, this final suspense could be “the distant possibility of a happy release.”17 In a comedy, drama, or any story with a happy ending, the final suspense throws a positive outcome into question—it seems possible, and perhaps even likely, that a happy resolution will not be achieved.

			A final suspense is not a required component of the falling action, but it’s generally helpful. Often, in this scene or sequence of scenes, other main questions and arcs are resolved. The final suspense can occur at any point within the falling action.

			The falling action of Pride and Prejudice tends in a positive direction. In the external journey of the plot, we’ve seen good results for the entire Bennet family—Lydia married, Jane engaged, peace restored, ruin avoided. We’ve also seen good results for Darcy’s and Elizabeth’s internal journeys: They’ve changed and demonstrated internal strength. The final suspense, then, is the last test of their characters. Can Elizabeth and Darcy let go of their pride one last time and be fully reconciled to each other?

			While some stories use a single moment of final suspense, Austen uses a sequence of scenes to throw Elizabeth and Darcy’s relationship into question.

			
				
					[image: Mr. Darcy and Mr. Bingley ride elegantly on their horses.]
				

			

			Mr. Bingley and Mr. Darcy return. Illustration by Hugh Thomson, 1894.

			When Mr. Bingley returns to Netherfield (and ultimately proposes to Jane), Mr. Darcy joins him. Elizabeth knows that it was Darcy who saved Lydia (and thus their entire family), so she hopes that Mr. Darcy might still be open to a relationship. Yet even though Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy spend time with each other—during a social call and during a sort of party at her home—he hardly speaks with her. After the first scene, Elizabeth asks herself, “Why, if he came only to be silent, grave, and indifferent … did he come at all?” During the second scene, she says to herself, “If he does not come to me, then … I shall give him up for ever.” After these two scenes, Mr. Darcy leaves, traveling to London. Mr. Darcy’s return to Meryton made Elizabeth think that perhaps he might still like her, but now he is gone. Surely if he still had feelings for her, he would, at the very least, have held a true conversation with her. As part of the final suspense, it seems that Elizabeth and Darcy will not find a happy ending.

			This is followed by the previously mentioned chapter in which Lady Catherine visits Longbourn in an attempt to persuade Elizabeth to break off her supposed engagement with Mr. Darcy. Elizabeth admits that she is not engaged, but she refuses to agree never to marry him. Lady Catherine leaves in a rage. In the next chapter, Elizabeth reflects that if Mr. Darcy still feels anything for her, then Lady Catherine will surely convince him to abandon these positive sentiments:

			If he had been wavering before, as to what he should do, which had often seemed likely, the advice and entreaty of so near a relation might settle every doubt, and determine him at once to be as happy as dignity unblemished could make him. 
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			Lady Catherine informs Mr. Darcy of her conversation with Elizabeth. Illustration by Hugh Thomson, 1894.

			A few days after Lady Catherine’s visit, Mr. Bingley brings Mr. Darcy with him to Longbourn. While taking a walk, their group breaks into smaller parties, leaving Elizabeth and Darcy alone. This is the culmination of the final suspense: Will they, once again, not actually talk to each other?

			Elizabeth takes the initiative and thanks Darcy for what he did for Lydia. Darcy expresses regret that she has discovered his role in helping the Bennets, and then he confesses, “I thought only of you.”

			The suspense is extended due to Elizabeth’s reaction:

			Elizabeth was too much embarrassed to say a word. 

			Will Mr. Darcy interpret her silence as disdain or disgust? If so, their relationship might fail permanently. After a short pause, Darcy says,

			“You are too generous to trifle with me. If your feelings are still what they were last April, tell me so at once. My affections and wishes are unchanged; but one word from you will silence me on this subject for ever.”

			Elizabeth explains that her feelings have changed, and she accepts his proposal. This proposal, and Elizabeth’s acceptance, contrasts strongly with the original proposal: They have let go of their prejudices and made themselves vulnerable to each other. This is the final resolution, a resolution that resolves the remaining core questions of the story.

			Denouement

			The denouement ties up loose ends, and the main characters end up better off than they were at the start of the novel. (The exception is tragedy, in which they end up worse off.) This section of the story often shows us a closing scene (or scenes) between the characters. In Pride and Prejudice, the narrator describes what happens next for everyone. The denouement is often short and should focus on the essentials for the characters and the story.

			The denouement of Pride and Prejudice consists of two marriages: Jane to Bingley, and Elizabeth to Darcy. Other minor things are wrapped up: Kitty, we find, becomes “less irritable, less ignorant, and less insipid.” Lady Catherine is “indignant,” but ultimately “condescend[s] to wait on [Darcy and Elizabeth] at Pemberley.” We learn of Mr. and Mrs. Bennet, the Collinses, the Wickhams, and the Gardiners, and we receive a glimpse of Elizabeth and Darcy’s married life. And then we’ve reached the end of the story.
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			Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy converse after they become engaged. Illustration by C. E. Brock, 1895.

			Complication and Unraveling

			The majority of Pride and Prejudice is spent on the complication, the rising action. Elizabeth Bennet strives to find her place in the world and navigate her relationships with others. She wants to make her own way, on her own terms, and she wants marriage only if accompanied by love and mutual respect. Characters are introduced, a series of situations and challenges arise, and she learns and grows. Then all comes to a crisis, and in the unraveling, all of the conflicts and character strivings are resolved in one way or another.

			For Freytag, while plot and character are two very different forces, they must come together in the structure of the story. He writes,

			The structure of the drama must show these two contrasted elements of the dramatic joined in a unity, … the accomplishment of a deed and its reaction on the soul, movement and counter-movement, strife and counter-strife, rising and sinking, binding and loosing. … What the drama presents is always a struggle, which, with strong perturbations of the soul, the hero wages against opposing forces.18

			Understanding this big-picture plot structure and its overall movement is useful as we craft our stories. Throughout this book, we’ll spend more time considering different moments within this external journey and what we can learn from how Austen crafts these moments. In Chapter 3, we’ll dive more deeply into beginnings, exposition, and the inciting incident. In Chapter 6, we’ll consider the rising action in more depth. And in Chapter 12, we’ll focus on the climax, the falling action, the final suspense, and the denouement.

			Not all stories use this narrative structure, and as previously mentioned, while Austen often uses this general structure, at times she breaks or plays with it (see Northanger Abbey and Mansfield Park). Yet it’s a useful construct that helps us understand what readers expect from stories and what techniques are often effective at creating an external (and related internal) journey for the main character. The rising action, the sense of building, engages the reader. We become more and more invested in the story, and as a result, the falling action leaves us feeling satisfied.

			Exercise 1.4: Charting Structure 

			Reread one of your favorite books or rewatch one of your favorite films, this time paying attention to structure. Plot the major events on a Freytag pyramid. If possible, include when the events occur within the story (by listing the page number for a book or the number of minutes into the film).

			Exercise 1.5: A (Very) Short Story with an External Journey

			Take something that happened during your day, an incident that was either positive or negative. This could be an interaction at work, the process of cooking something, a conversation with a child, etc. Write this as a very short story (maximum three paragraphs) with a beginning, middle, and end. Make sure to include an inciting incident, rising action, a midpoint, some sort of crisis, and then falling action, final suspense, and denouement. After writing, label the story elements by adding brackets with descriptions such as [Inciting Incident]. 

			Exercise 1.6: Outline or Revise Using Freytag’s Pyramid

			Outline or brainstorm a story idea using Freytag’s pyramid. You don’t need to include every plot event, but make sure to include the key moments. (Even if you prefer to write without outlining, this can be a useful exercise to help internalize plot structure.)

			If you already have a full draft of a novel, use Freytag’s pyramid as a revision tool. Write the major plot points you’ve included on the pyramid and list the page numbers where these events occur in your manuscript. To take it up a notch, write down the characters’ emotions and/or internal struggle at each of these key events. 

			Now analyze your pyramid:

			
					Are there any events that would be more effective if moved to a different part of the pyramid? 


					Does the main character face enough struggle? 


					At the climax, have you successfully put the main character in a spot where it seems impossible for them to succeed?


					Does the main character use what they have learned during the rising action to solve their problems during the falling action?


			

			

			The Internal Journey: Character Arc

			Novels allow the reader insight into the human mind—it has been said that we can know the characters of well-written stories better than we can ever know anyone in real life. This insight into character is why we care about fiction.

			As seen in the discussion of the plot of Pride and Prejudice, it is almost impossible to talk about an external journey without also discussing the internal journey. Without the internal journey, the external journey would be impossible—the characters would be unable to overcome their challenges. The inverse is also true: Without an external journey, pressure would not be applied to the character, and they would be less likely to experience internal change.

			In a novel, the internal journey, or character arc, constantly intersects with the external journey. A character arc is not a straight line of progress. It includes failures and successes, embracing and resisting change. Ultimately, though, our characters should learn and grow. 

			As you create a character arc, consider how this arc is influenced by:

			
					What happens to the character


					The choices and decisions made by the character


					Moments of resisting change and moments of progress


					Who the character needs to become by the end of the novel


			

			All of Austen’s completed novels contain excellently crafted character arcs: Her main characters change, develop, and transform.

			One example of transformation is Catherine Morland in North­anger Abbey. In the introduction to the Broadview edition, scholar Claire Grogan explains that over the course of the story, “Catherine becomes an adept reader not only of texts but also of people and of situations.”19
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			Catherine Morland reading. Artist unknown, 1833.

			At first, Catherine is innocent and naive, which allows her to be manipulated by others, including by her friend Isabella’s brother, John Thorpe. Even though Thorpe consistently interferes with her desires and other friendships, Catherine does not see him for who he is.

			When Catherine meets John Thorpe, she is “fearful of hazarding an opinion of [her] own in opposition to that of a self-assured man.” She finds herself constantly frustrated by Thorpe’s speech and behavior, yet she distrusts her own judgment and does not read anything truly wrong into his character:

			

			These manners did not please Catherine; but he was James’s friend and Isabella’s brother; and her judgment was further bought off by Isabella’s assuring her, when they withdrew to see the new hat, that John thought her the most charming girl in the world.

			As their relationship progresses, Catherine consciously decides to not read into his character, to ignore his flaws, and to allow him to override her plans. In this, she resists change and development.

			Little as Catherine was in the habit of judging for herself, and unfixed as were her general notions of what men ought to be, she could not entirely repress a doubt, while she bore with the effusions of his endless conceit, of his being altogether completely agreeable.

			In this particular scene, Catherine spends extensive time with Isabella and John Thorpe. When she returns to her residence in Bath, she learns that doing so has caused her to miss an opportunity to spend time with her friend Miss Tilney and her romantic interest, Mr. Tilney. This leads her to conclude that “John Thorpe himself was quite disagreeable.” Yet even though she reaches this conclusion, she still does not change how she interacts with him.

			A few chapters later, Catherine plans a walk with Miss Tilney, but it happens to be at the same time as an outing arranged by John Thorpe. Jealous and vindictive, Thorpe ignores Catherine’s wishes, goes to Miss Tilney, and cancels Catherine’s walk.

			When Catherine learns of this, she takes action in a way that begins her path toward transformation and growth: She decides to trust her own judgment and act decisively. Disregarding all of Isabella’s and John’s entreaties, she declares,

			“This will not do. … I cannot submit to this. I must run after Miss Tilney directly and set her right.”

			Catherine proceeds to do so. Throughout the rest of the novel, she gains more practice reading people and situations. Sometimes her judgment leads her false (as when she searches for clues of Mrs. Tilney’s supposed murder), but over the course of the novel her ability to read situations improves and she allows this reading to inform and change her behavior.

			

			Exercise 1.7: Creating a Character Arc

			Pick a name for a character, and choose one of the following attributes:

			
					Courage

					Willingness to sacrifice for others


					Ambition

					Persistence


					Resourcefulness


					Thriftiness


					Ability to forgive others


			

			Set a timer for ten minutes, and in that time make a list of the following four events to create a basic character arc for this character:

			
					An event that shows that the character does not yet possess this attribute


					An event that shows the character learning this attribute


					An event that shows the character resisting or failing at the implementation of this attribute


					An event that shows that the character has learned to incorporate this attribute into their lives


			

			Exercise 1.8: Analyzing and Charting a Character Arc

			Read a book or watch a movie, and as you do so, take notes on the main character. How do they change over the course of the story? What do they learn and how do they develop? How do they resist change? On a piece of paper, plot out the main points of their character arc. Visually, what type of line or arc would you draw to show their development?

			Exercise 1.9: Your Character’s Arc

			Choose a story of your own that you are currently writing or revising. Write two or three sentences describing who the character must become by the end of the story. Then write two or three sentences describing who the character is at the start of the story.

			Now, evaluate your character. A few things to consider:

			

			
					There needs to be enough distance between who the character is at the beginning of the story and who the character is at the end. In a novel, this distance will need to be much greater than in a short story.


					The character may need to learn multiple things.


					If your story is part of a series, the character needs to change or develop in new ways in each book.


					As the character develops and grows, the goal is not to make them “perfect” or eliminate all of the negative attributes that are a core part of their character.


					Often, more than one character has a character arc, and these arcs can intersect with each other, parallel each other, or interfere with each other.


			

			The Experience of the Journey

			We read and listen to and watch stories because of their power: Stories can transport us outside of ourselves. Most of Austen’s heroines love to read, from Elizabeth Bennet in Pride and Prejudice to Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey. In Mansfield Park, Fanny Price’s favorite books are those recommended by her cousin Edmund, and she tries to bring joy and expanded possibilities to her younger sister by introducing her to literature. In Sense and Sensibility, after Marianne’s heartbreak and illness, she resolves to read for six hours a day, and in Persuasion, Anne sees prose as something that will assist Captain Benwick in moving forward from his personal tragedy and finding new purpose in his life.

			Each of these characters turns to literature because its journeys provide a map for our own. When we read, we step out of ourselves and trust a narrator with our time and our thoughts and our emotions. Often as we read, we want what the character wants, or, in books like Emma, we’re enraptured by Emma’s attempt to get what she wants, even as we question the wisdom of it.

			In the coming chapters, we’ll consider crafting characters and the beginnings of stories, but as we go in depth into these topics, it is important to remember the larger internal and external journey for both your characters and your readers.

			

			

			

			
				
						6.  This seems obvious, but if I ever have a story that’s not working, this tends to be the problem. On a smaller scale, in every single scene, each character should want something. Kurt Vonnegut famously wrote, “Every character should want something, even if it is only a glass of water.” Emily Temple, “Kurt Vonnegut’s Greatest Writing Advice.”


						7.  You probably have an Emma in your life (either with or without the matchmaking aspect). Most people do.


						8.  It seems basic, but it’s classic for a reason. Many of my early attempts at storytelling—and perhaps some of yours—were missing one of these three elements.


						9.  Aristotle, The Poetics of Aristotle.


						
10.  Freytag, Technique of the Drama, 115. 

In German, Freytag’s book is titled Die Technik des Dramas. In English it’s often translated as Freytag’s Technique of the Drama. He focuses on full-length plays, but his work applies well to novels. Many of the modern approaches to plot and plot structure—including three-act structures, four-act structures, seven-point structures, and the hero’s journey—build off of the work of Freytag, so we are going to use it as our basis for examining plot.



						11.  Freytag, Technique of the Drama, 5.


						12.  Freytag, Technique of the Drama, 118.


						13.  This is where I diverge a little from Freytag’s model—he doesn’t specifically discuss midpoints or turning points within the rising action. However, he does discuss different stages of the rising action, which clearly implies the existence of turning points.


						14.  This is one of my favorite adaptations because of the way it humanizes supporting characters like Mr. Collins and Mary Bennet, rather than using them solely for comic effect. I think Jane Austen would approve.


						15.  Freytag, Technique of the Drama, 115.


						16.  The adaptation Pride and Prejudice and Zombies does use an actual battle. I find the film version absurdly delightful.


						17.  Freytag, Technique of the Drama, 136.


						18.  Freytag, Technique of the Drama, 104.


						19.  Grogan, introduction to Northanger Abbey.


				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Character

			“May I ask to what these questions tend?”

			“Merely to the illustration of your character,” said she, endeavouring to shake off her gravity. “I am trying to make it out.”

			“And what is your success?”

			She shook her head. “I do not get on at all. I hear such different accounts of you as puzzle me exceedingly.” 

			—Pride and Prejudice

			Elizabeth spends much of Pride and Prejudice attempting to make out Mr. Darcy’s character. We read, in large part, to do the same. As mentioned in the previous chapter, while in real life it can be difficult to truly understand those around us, through fiction we can see people’s essence, their motivations and goals, and the ways in which these components of character influence their choices. 

			In a letter to her sister Cassandra on January 29, 1813, Austen wrote of her character Elizabeth, “I must confess that I think her as delightful a creature as ever appeared in print.”20 In another letter, she wrote that “Fanny’s praise [of Pride and Prejudice] is very gratifying. My hopes were tolerably strong of her, but nothing like a certainty. Her liking Darcy and Elizabeth is enough.”21 Austen understood that fascinating, compelling, and unusual events can occur in a story, yet as readers we don’t care about the plot unless we care about the characters. But what makes her characters work, and why do we care about them? Further, how can we apply these techniques to our own stories?

			It’s easy to describe the notable character traits of both Elizabeth and Darcy. Elizabeth plays the pianoforte, likes reading and walking, is good at dancing, and is clever, witty, and judgmental. She is the second of five daughters and has little inheritance to speak of. She has a positive outlook on life and gets along well with those in her community and family. Mr. Darcy is rich, he likes reading, he’s good at letter writing, and he’s uncomfortable around people he doesn’t know. He’s a caring brother and a loyal friend. He is proud and unforgiving, and he expects much of others. He has a close relationship with Mr. Bingley and a complicated history with Mr. Wickham.

			While these traits create a sketch of these characters, they don’t capture the full essence, nor do they explain why readers feel attached to Darcy and Elizabeth. In the book Story: Style, Structure, Substance, and the Principles of Screenwriting, Robert McKee argues that the core component in a round or three-dimensional character is inner contradiction.22 Contradictions make a character complex and compelling; they create a need for an internal journey.

			Here are five types of contradictions that Austen uses to create multifaceted characters:

			
					Contradictions between a character’s wants and needs


					Contradictions between the character’s inner self and the world in which they live


					Contradictions between how the character interacts with some characters and how they interact with others


					Contradictions between the simultaneously held ideals of a character


					Contradictions between a character’s ideals and how they live


			

			Elizabeth and Mr. Darcy both possess a number of contradictions.

			

			Elizabeth:

			
					Is critical of Mr. Darcy’s pride but holds fast to her own


					Wants to avoid Mr. Darcy, yet finds herself drawn to him


					Only wants to marry for love, yet is pressured by society and her mother to accept any eligible match


					
Instantly trusts Mr. Wickham and accepts his story, yet distrusts and judges Mr. Darcy’s words


					Wittily expresses views that are not always her own


			

			Mr. Darcy:

			
					Is prideful, yet kindhearted and generous


					Despises spending time with people he does not know, yet willingly attends events with Mr. Bingley because of their friendship


					Feels the need to save Mr. Bingley from a connection to the Bennet family, but is unwilling to do the same for himself


					Expects Elizabeth to see and accept his virtues, yet says hurtful things to her


			

			As I’ve crafted my own stories, I’ve found that a single contradiction can do more to build a character than a dozen characteristics. This works in both novels and short stories. I’ve written a number of flash fiction stories—all less than 1000 words—where the main characters feel multidimensional. In one, the reader only learns two things about the character: 1. She absolutely loves listening to live vocal performances; 2. She applied multiple times to vocal performance degrees in college, was rejected each time, and has since given up on singing. A contradiction is created between her love of music and her rejection of her own musical self, and this contradiction sets the stage for the story.

			Authors craft characters using a multitude of methods. Some thoroughly plan their characters, filling out worksheets about their histories, characteristics, and preferences. Some writers focus on a few key details, like a contradiction or a character want, and develop the rest of a character while writing. Other writers discover their characters as they write. There’s not a right or a wrong way to create characters, yet by the time we’ve finished revisions, our characters must be endowed with life.

			

			Exercise 2.1: Create a Contradiction

			Choose one of the following characteristics, attributes, or skills that could belong to a character: charitable, athletic, loves reading, hates traveling, good at cooking, prone to procrastination.

			Create a contradiction related to this characteristic or attribute. (For ideas, see the list of types of contradictions.) Then reflect on how this contradiction could play out in a story.

			Exercise 2.2: Finding the Essence

			Set a timer for three minutes. During that time, brainstorm at least twenty details about a character. This could include their name, physical appearance, age, hobbies, occupation, family, past life events, character traits/personality, etc.

			Next, take the character that you brainstormed and write a short description that attempts to capture their essence. What details are most important about them? Do they have any inner contradictions? What is their greatest want or desire? What makes them feel complex and nuanced? As you define the character’s essence, you are welcome to make changes to your initial brainstorm.

			Character Needs

			In the first chapter, we discussed how character wants can drive the forward movement of the novel. Yet in addition to wants, characters also have needs. Often, a character is complex—or contradictory—because of a misalignment between their wants and needs. Even when a character’s wants and needs align, the needs—the deeper problems and gaps in a character’s life—give weight and consequence to their wants.

			In Emma, Emma Woodhouse wants to be a matchmaker. This is her conscious desire.

			Yet Emma is coming from a place of loss—she has lost her dear governess to marriage; previously, she lost her mother to death and her older sister to marriage. Now she is alone, with a hypochondriac father.

			What Emma really needs is friendship and connection. Despite being one of the richest members of her community, she desperately needs to feel important and of value.

			All characters have conscious wants and needs, things they actively seek. But they also have underlying wants and needs, which are often subconscious. Whether or not they are aware of these needs, they are a driving factor for the character’s behavior.
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			Emma watches Harriet Smith speak to Mr. Robert Martin. Illustration by Hugh Thomson, 1896.

			Early in the novel, Emma befriends Harriet Smith and plans a match for her, to Mr. Elton. But then Mr. Martin, a farmer, proposes to Harriet.

			On the surface level, if Harriet accepts Mr. Martin’s proposal, Emma fails at getting what she wants: Her matchmaking will have come to naught.

			But it is not just Emma’s overlying want that is threatened, but also her underlying need, and we see this play out in the scene in which Emma manipulates Harriet into refusing Mr. Martin’s proposal. As Harriet begins to conclude that she should reject Mr. Martin, Emma uses all her rhetorical powers to reinforce this decision:

			At last, with some hesitation, Harriet said—

			“Miss Woodhouse, as you will not give me your opinion, I must do as well as I can by myself; and I have now quite determined, and really almost made up my mind—to refuse Mr. Martin. Do you think I am right?”

			“Perfectly, perfectly right, my dearest Harriet; you are doing just what you ought. While you were all in suspense I kept my feelings to myself, but now that you are so completely decided I have no hesitation in approving. Dear Harriet, I give myself joy of this. It would have grieved me to lose your acquaintance, which must have been the consequence of your marrying Mr. Martin. While you were in the smallest degree wavering, I said nothing about it, because I would not influence; but it would have been the loss of a friend to me. I could not have visited Mrs. Robert Martin, of Abbey-Mill Farm. Now I am secure of you for ever.”

			Harriet had not surmised her own danger, but the idea of it struck her forcibly.

			Emma’s need for friendship, connection, and self-importance drives this scene as much as her desire for matchmaking. To a certain degree, she recognizes her need, admitting that she opposes the marriage because she would lose Harriet as a friend. In prioritizing her own needs, she refuses to recognize or allow for Harriet’s wants and needs.

			When constructing characters, in addition to making sure they want something, you should also make sure that they have deeper, underlying needs.

			One way to think about character needs is through the lens of psychology. Abraham Maslow writes about what motivates human behavior by focusing on what humans need.23 He talks extensively about a hierarchy of needs, and others helpfully turned his model into a visual pyramid. Near the bottom of this pyramid are needs for basic survival—food, water, sleep, shelter, safety, and financial security. Further up the pyramid are needs related to love and belonging, whether that’s a sense of connection or friendship, true intimacy or family, or being a true part of a community. Then Maslow talks about esteem—this could be respect from others, self-respect and self-esteem, public recognition for one’s accomplishments, or a feeling of strength and wholeness. At the top of the pyramid is self-actualization—becoming one’s fullest self, achieving one’s potential, and expressing oneself creatively.24 
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			Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.

			In order to seek higher needs, often basic needs must be met. For instance, Maslow explains that “A person who is lacking food, safety, love, and esteem would most probably hunger for food more strongly than for anything else.”25 Basic survival trumps other needs. Yet as long as basic needs are met adequately, people may also seek after their higher needs, and many of our actions are motivated by needs on multiple levels of the pyramid.

			These are not the only needs. Maslow also talks about personality needs—needs that derive from an individual’s characteristics and the way they think about the world. Another common need is “the desire to know and to understand.”26 Some needs are based on our cultures and on societal expectations. Your character may have other needs that don’t fit neatly into Maslow’s hierarchy but are just as essential. 

			Any intrinsic human need can be used to motivate your story’s characters. Typically, you should choose one or two overarching needs that most drive your character. Your character may be aware of these needs, or the need might be subconscious. Sometimes, a character doesn’t recognize their need at first but becomes aware of it through the course of the story.

			Other smaller wants and needs may be manifest in individual scenes and interactions with other characters—Maslow argues that most people are “partially satisfied and partially unsatisfied in all of [our] wants” and needs27—but if your main character has a core want and a core need, then this will shape the overall arc of the story, both in terms of their external journey and their internal journey.

			Exercise 2.3: A Need to Win 

			Teresa wants to win this year’s chili cook-off. This is her driving want throughout a story. But what does she need? Choose one of the needs from Maslow’s hierarchy. Is she trying to get recognition—and if so, why? Does she need acceptance, friendship, love? Will the prize money help her pay her rent?

			Once you have chosen a need, write a short scene—probably two or three paragraphs—in which Teresa’s actions, dialogue, and thoughts are influenced by both her want and her need. This scene could be when she signs up for the chili cook-off, when she’s buying ingredients, as she’s cooking, or during the judging.

			Exercise 2.4: Analyzing Wants and Needs

			Choose one of your favorite books or films. What is the main character’s driving want in the story? What is the main character’s driving need? How do the want and the need interact with each other—does the quest for one ever interfere with the quest for the other? Does the want or the need shift over time?

			Exercise 2.5: Revising for Wants and Needs

			Take a scene that you have written and analyze it for character wants and needs. Use one color to highlight lines or phrases that relate to the character’s want(s), and another color to highlight lines or phrases that relate to the character’s need(s). Some lines may be highlighted by both colors. How could you revise the scene with wants and needs in mind?

			Active Characters 

			In 2012 I created a daily video blog. Every single day I posted a short video (5–30 seconds) of something interesting. As I worked on this project, I realized that I could only use certain types of videos:

			
					A still shot (the camera not moving) with something moving inside the frame


					A moving shot (the camera moving) with something moving inside the frame


					A moving shot (the camera moving) with still objects


			

			The only other option—a still shot with nothing moving—was not actually an option because that would be a photograph, not a video.

			After a few weeks, I discovered that the best videos fit in categories 1 or 2. If something was moving in the frame, it attracted interest, regardless of what I did with the camera. 

			Our eyes are drawn immediately to things in motion. Our eyes, and often our hearts. This is the power of using active characters. Readers are drawn to active characters. Active characters are doing. Outside things may happen to them, but they are not just observers or reactors. They do not let themselves be pushed around or be determined by others. They go, they do, they strive.

			Making your protagonist an active character creates a powerful story. This propels them on an external journey through the plot, with all its outward struggle and growth. It also propels them through an internal journey, facilitating character development, with its inner struggle and growth.

			Both of the female leads in Sense and Sensibility—the two oldest Dashwood sisters—are active characters. The eldest sister, Elinor, actively steers her mother away from renting too expensive of a house, and she does much to ease the pain of others and make their cottage a home. Marianne actively refuses to let others play matchmaker for her and is guided by her own opinions and philosophies. Unlike Elinor, she is unafraid of offending others and is less circumscribed by a sense of decorum. She energetically attempts to find and make beauty in the world.

			Their cottage is in an idyllic countryside, and on a somewhat blustery day, Marianne encourages her younger sister Margaret to walk with her:

			They gaily ascended the downs, rejoicing in their own penetration at every glimpse of blue sky; and when they caught in their faces the animating gales of a high south-westerly wind, they pitied the fears which had prevented their mother and Elinor from sharing such delightful sensations.

			“Is there a felicity in the world,” said Marianne, “superior to this?—Margaret, we will walk here at least two hours.”

			Their walk, however, is cut short by the driving rain. Marianne is an active character, in charge of her own destiny, but even she cannot prevent the weather. Yet even in reacting to the weather, she resists passivity:

			Chagrined and surprised, they were obliged, though unwillingly, to turn back, for no shelter was nearer than their own house. One consolation however remained for them, to which the exigence of the moment gave more than usual propriety,—it was that of running with all possible speed down the steep side of the hill which led immediately to their garden gate.

			Marianne is delightful because of her energy, her joyous outlook on life, and her refusal to do things in a simple, boring way.

			As a result of her action, she hurts her ankle on the hill and is rescued by a charming gentleman, Mr. Willoughby, who carries her home.
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			After her injury, Marianne is approached by Willoughby. Illustration by Chris (Christiana) Hammond, 1899.

			Over the coming chapters, Marianne becomes quite attached to Willoughby. This worries Elinor, who actively encourages Marianne to be more careful with her affections. Marianne actively resists Elinor’s advice.

			“You are mistaken, Elinor,” said she warmly, “in supposing I know very little of Willoughby. I have not known him long indeed, but I am much better acquainted with him, than I am with any other creature in the world, except yourself and mama. It is not time or opportunity that is to determine intimacy;—it is disposition alone. Seven years would be insufficient to make some people acquainted with each other, and seven days are more than enough for others. I should hold myself guilty of greater impropriety in accepting a horse from my brother, than from Willoughby. Of John I know very little, though we have lived together for years; but of Willoughby my judgment has long been formed.”

			While different in temper, disposition, and behavior, Elinor and Marianne are both active characters. An active character can be bold or shy, outspoken or quiet, and their actions can be grand or minute. Their key characteristic is that they are internally driven. An active character:

			
					Reaches for their goals or wants


					Engages in purposeful dialogue that attempts to have impact, persuade, or create change


					Takes actions—large or small—with purpose


					Asserts themselves and does things their own way when reacting to outside events


			

			Yet no character is fully active. As writers, we shouldn’t consider it a strict dichotomy between active and passive. No character is active all of the time—nor should they be. Moving a character along the spectrum of active and passive can be a part of their internal journey and a powerful storytelling technique.

			Later in Sense and Sensibility, Marianne falls into a deep depression and becomes a largely inactive character. Her moments of activity—like taking a walk in bad weather—do her more harm than good. Her illness forces further inactivity upon her: At this point it is the doctor’s treatment, the attentions of those who care about her, and fate that determine her future.

			Yet the fact that Marianne is generally an active character both drives the story forward and creates audience investment. In her periods of passivity, we still root for her.

			

			Passive Characters

			At times it can be useful to keep a character relatively passive for the entire story. Yet choosing to write a passive character—whether for a portion or the entire novel—is challenging. It is easier to effectively write an active character than a passive one, because interest and empathy are automatically given to active characters and must be gained in other ways by passive characters.

			Austen’s novel Mansfield Park features a generally passive main character: Fanny Price.

			Fanny has spent years living with her aunt and uncle, the Bertrams. But then, they decide Fanny should live with her terrible aunt, Mrs. Norris. Fanny is surprised and upset, but she does not actively attempt to change her fate, though she does make a small complaint to her cousin Edmund. Fortunately, she is saved by outside forces: Mrs. Norris does not want her.

			Later, the old horse she uses for exercise dies. This event happens to Fanny, and Fanny does nothing—in fact, because of her precarious situation, she cannot act. If she complains or attempts to create change, she risks losing her home.

			Once again, someone else acts: Edmund eventually notices what this loss has done to Fanny and takes it upon himself to put things right.

			After the arrival of the Grants and the Crawfords in the neighborhood, the narrator directly comments on Fanny’s passivity:

			And Fanny, what was she doing and thinking all this while? and what was her opinion of the newcomers? Few young ladies of eighteen could be less called on to speak their opinion than Fanny.

			Many readers find Mansfield Park more challenging to read than Austen’s other novels. I would argue that this is in part because Fanny is a passive character for much of the novel, which makes it a bit less accessible. Fanny doesn’t have a strong, forward-moving want or desire; at the beginning of the novel, she simply wants to be left alone. Fanny’s passivity is essential for her internal journey, and she eventually finds a place for herself. And the external journey—the plot—focuses on what it means to be a character without power.

			In many ways, Elizabeth Bennet actually begins as a passive character at the start of Pride and Prejudice. While she is active within scenes, and has interesting interactions and dialogue, it is Mrs. Bennet’s want that drives the early movement of the story. Mrs. Bennet fervently desires to marry off her daughters, and in each of the early chapters, this want is manifest. As the story progresses, Elizabeth’s wants become clearer. She wants to form relationships on her own terms. She wants to understand people and express her voice. And she wants to help those she cares about—especially Jane and Charlotte—in their relationships.

			Just as Mrs. Bennet drives the forward movement at the start of Pride and Prejudice, other characters and events drive the forward movement in Mansfield Park: They organize a visit to Mr. Rushworth’s estate and decide to stage a theatrical; Sir Thomas Bertram suddenly returns; Maria Bertram becomes engaged; Henry Crawford decides to pursue Fanny.

			While in Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth quickly becomes a more active character, in Mansfield Park, Fanny does not truly take action until the climax of the story (which we’ll discuss in Chapter 12). Since Fanny is passive, Austen uses other techniques to maintain interest and forward movement.

			1. Instead of a strong want, create large and essential character needs.

			At the beginning of the novel, some of Fanny’s basic survival needs are not being met. She sleeps in a small room in the attic that does not have room “for walking about in and thinking.” She can use one other small, unwanted room, but the Bertrams do not allow her to light a fire in it, even during the winter. She also lacks basic security: Mrs. Norris regularly reminds her that at any point, she could be thrown out for a transgression as small as expressing distaste for acting in a play.

			As we move up Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, we find that Fanny also possesses psychological needs: She needs basic kindness, she needs acceptance, she needs friendship. (While Edmund is her friend, many of his behaviors cause her harm; in Chapter 5, we will discuss how he sometimes acts as an antagonist.) Finally, Fanny needs love.

			Fanny’s needs create sympathy from the reader; we want her situation to improve.
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			Fanny Price and Mary Crawford. Illustration by C. E. Brock, 1908.

			2. Make passive characters sympathetic and/or competent.

			In the long-running, Hugo Award-winning podcast Writing Excuses, author Brandon Sanderson talks about an approach to characters that he calls character sliders.28 For him, there are three sliders, or components, of character:

			

			
					Proactivity


					Sympathy/Relatability/Niceness


					Competence


			

			These sliders are like sound mixing. When combined, they create characters. One slider may be set low and then move higher; another slider component may stay steady; one of the sliders may start high and then lower over the course of the novel. If a slider is really low—for example, if a character is extremely passive—then the character should probably be higher at one or both of the other sliders. Typically, the sliders do move up and down throughout the course of the novel.

			In Mansfield Park, we sympathize with Fanny not only because of her situation but also because she has a high level of competence in a particular area: her sense of morality and her innate goodness. Because she is sympathetic and competent, we like her even though she is often passive.29

			3. Make a passive character’s thoughts and interior emotions revealing and insightful.

			Fanny’s interiority is original and compelling. For example, as her cousins and their friends plan the theatrical, Fanny’s internal thoughts engage the reader and provide additional insight:

			Fanny looked on and listened, not unamused to observe the selfishness which, more or less disguised, seemed to govern them all, and wondering how it would end. For her own gratification she could have wished that something might be acted, for she had never seen even half a play, but everything of higher consequence was against it.

			4. Use passive characters as a thematic choice or to provide social commentary.

			Fanny has few choices, and her situation forces passivity. Yet through it all, she finds inner strength and ultimately asserts herself, sometimes with dire consequences. Many readers who love Mansfield Park see part of themselves in Fanny; they admire her quiet steadiness and find her slow resistance both inspiring and empowering. Truly, in many life circumstances we don’t have control. In Fanny Price, other readers see a critique of the slave trade and slave owners like Sir Thomas Bertram.

			Whether you write a main character that is predominantly passive, or write an active character that experiences passive moments, passivity can be a powerful tool to give insight into the human experience. Shifts between passivity and activity can also be used to help create a compelling internal journey and show character growth.

			Exercise 2.6: Purchasing an Antique or a Used Book

			Write a short scene featuring a character in an antique store or a used bookstore. By the end of the scene, the character should purchase an item. Within the scene, the character’s level of activity/passivity should change. They could:

			
					Start the scene active and become passive


					Start passive and become active


					Start passive and become even more passive


					Start active and become even more active


					Move back and forth several times between passive and active


			

			Exercise 2.7: Favorite Active and Passive Characters 

			Select both a favorite active character and a favorite passive character from literature. These can be major or minor characters. Write down what makes them active or passive and why you like them. For the active character, list an example in which they are partially or fully passive; for the passive character, list an example in which they are partially or fully active. What is the impact of these moments on the story? If the character is always fully active or fully passive, how does this affect the narrative?

			Exercise 2.8: The Active/Passive Scale

			If you’ve drafted a novel or a short story, analyze each scene or chapter for where your main character falls on the spectrum from active to passive. Assign each scene or chapter a number from 1 to 10, with 10 being extremely active and 1 being extremely passive.
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			What sort of arc or movement is created by the main character’s shifts along the passive-active scale? Are there scenes in which your character should be more active or passive? How should the active and passive moments connect to the character’s internal and external journey?

			Sympathetic Characters

			In a letter to her niece Fanny Knight in March 1817, Jane Austen mentioned that she had a new novel, nearing readiness for publication: “You will not like it, so you need not be impatient. You may perhaps like the heroine, as she is almost too good for me.”30

			Jane Austen died a few months after her letter, but her family published the novel posthumously. That novel is Persuasion, and its heroine, Anne Elliot, is—despite Austen’s self-deprecating comments—a true gift to readers.

			Anne Elliot is a prime example of a sympathetic character. She broke off an engagement with Captain Wentworth almost eight years before the start of the novel, and now he is back in her life. She wonders—and we wonder, with just as much desperation and longing—if she will have a second chance with him.

			A sympathetic character is a character who we feel compassion for and connection to. It is a character that we find likable. We want good things to happen to sympathetic characters.

			The Oxford English Dictionary (OED)—the largest English dictionary in the world—goes into great depth in defining the word sympathy. One of the first definitions is as follows:

			A (real or supposed) affinity between certain things, by virtue of which they are similarly or correspondingly affected by the same influence, affect or influence one another, … or attract or tend towards each other.31

			The OED cites an example from 1601 that talks about the sympathy between iron and lodestone—in other words, sympathy is like a magnet and a paperclip. There is some inherent similar quality that creates an attraction between them.

			One of the main reasons we turn to literature is because stories create feelings of sympathy. We see ourselves in literature. Stories change us. We become part of the experience in the text, and the text becomes part of our own experience.

			In the latter half of Persuasion, Anne attends a concert with her family. Captain Wentworth is present. Anne and Wentworth have a nice conversation before the concert, but during the concert Anne is seated next to another man, Mr. Elliot. We see ourselves in Anne as she tries and fails to catch Wentworth’s eye. We feel Anne’s frustrations with Mr. Elliot’s flirtation; like her, we cannot truly be interested in him. We are one with Anne as she manages to change seats, placing her at the edge of a row, with the possibility of talking to Wentworth.
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			Anne and Captain Wentworth speak before the start of the concert. Illustration by C. E. Brock, 1909.

			Captain Wentworth leaves before the concert is over.

			“He must wish her good night; he was going; he should get home as fast as he could.”

			“Is not this song worth staying for?” said Anne, suddenly struck by an idea which made her yet more anxious to be encouraging.

			“No!” he replied impressively, “there is nothing worth my staying for;” and he was gone directly.

			Jealousy of Mr. Elliot! It was the only intelligible motive. Captain Wentworth jealous of her affection! Could she have believed it a week ago; three hours ago! For a moment the gratification was exquisite. But, alas! there were very different thoughts to succeed. How was such jealousy to be quieted? How was the truth to reach him? How, in all the peculiar disadvantages of their respective situations, would he ever learn of her real sentiments? It was misery to think of Mr. Elliot’s attentions. Their evil was incalculable.

			A character is sympathetic when we as readers can understand the character’s perspective and/or relate to the character’s motives and actions. 

			Anne is an especially sympathetic character in this scene. The scene is in Anne’s point of view, and the narration makes it easy to understand Anne’s perspective on the situation, her history with Wentworth, and her desires. We are aided by internal thought as the narration slips into Anne’s mind and thoughts. We’ll talk more about these techniques in Chapter 4, on stance, and in Chapter 7, on emotion.

			This scene also helps us understand Wentworth’s perspective. While he is not the point-of-view character, his perspective is revealed through his dialogue and behavior. We can understand him as a person, and we feel a shared humanity with him.

			In this scene, we relate to Anne’s motives, especially in her desire to fix things between her and Wentworth. Her actions are logical for the situation.

			As a reader, I personally don’t always relate to Anne. For example, early in the novel, Anne avoids an in-depth conversation with Captain Wentworth. I would probably act differently in the situation. Yet because I can understand why she’s making her choices, I still find her sympathetic.

			Another definition of sympathy from the OED is “a favourable attitude of mind towards a party, cause, etc.; disposition to agree or approve.”32

			We feel favorably when characters take actions that we can agree with or approve of, and as people, we generally approve of kind, good, and self-sacrificing acts. 

			Jane Austen often critiqued stories written by her niece Anna. In one letter, Jane recommends that a character perform a specific, outwardly good action that would help the reader sympathize more with the character:

			What can you do with Egerton to increase the interest for him? I wish you could contrive something, some family occurrence to bring out his good qualities more. Some distress among brothers and sisters to relieve by the sale of his curacy! … If you could invent something spirited for him, it would have a good effect. He might lend all his money to Captain Morris, but then he would be a great fool if he did. Cannot the Morrises quarrel and he reconcile them?33

			Later writers have given similar advice. In the screenwriting book Save the Cat!, Blake Snyder talks about the need for the audience to feel sympathy for the main character early on. He encourages writers to include a “save the cat” moment.34 In some films, the main character literally saves a cat, but any good, kind, self-sacrificing act can serve the same purpose.

			Near the beginning of Persuasion, Anne has a strong “save the cat” moment. Anne’s nephew is ill, which will prevent her sister Mary from dining out at another family’s house. Mary vocally and desperately expresses her desire to attend the dinner—she does not want to miss out on a social gathering. Anne has what could be considered better desires to attend: She could see Captain Wentworth, who she hasn’t seen since breaking off their engagement.

			Anne decides to care for her nephew to help her sister:

			She knew herself to be of the first utility to the child; and what was it to her if Frederick Wentworth were only half a mile distant, making himself agreeable to others?

			A “save the cat” moment can help create sympathy for any character, major or minor. For instance, if you want to develop sympathy for an antagonist, have them do something good or kind for another character.
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			Early in the novel, Captain Wentworth does something kind for Anne by helping her with her nephew. Illustration by Hugh Thomson, 1897.

			

			There are a number of other techniques that can be used to create sympathy.

			We find characters sympathetic when we can commiserate with their struggles.

			The OED also defines sympathy as “the quality or state of being thus affected by the suffering or sorrow of another; a feeling of compassion or commiseration.”35 

			In Mansfield Park, we sympathize with Fanny Price because of the poor way others treat her. Generally, readers sympathize with suffering (though too much suffering can make a character feel pitiable, and readers may find it too hard or uncomfortable to sympathize).

			We like to root for underdogs, for people who have to prove themselves.

			Anne Elliot is undervalued by her father and sisters; in the opening scenes of the novel, they dismiss her ideas and advice. Further, we see Anne suffering when Wentworth pursues another woman, and we feel for Anne in these moments. These scenes make Anne sympathetic.

			We sympathize with characters who have flaws.

			In literature, characters are often better than ourselves: They are a little more consistent, a little more understandable. They can be better examples of certain virtues or ideologies.

			Yet if characters are too good or too perfect or too smart or too capable, we stop sympathizing with them. In real life, we often don’t like people who seem too perfect; we feel more distance between us and characters that seem so much greater or better than us, because they are not like us.

			Sympathetic characters must be like us; they must have weaknesses. They must try and they must fail, repeatedly, because it is trying and failing and trying again that makes us human.

			Anne’s weaknesses are plenty: She is easily persuadable. She veils her emotions. She does not stand up for herself. And because of this, she feels real and we sympathize with her struggles and failures and attempts to achieve her goals.

			Sympathetic characters model traits we see as admirable, especially in times of difficulty.

			

			In Pride and Prejudice, Elizabeth is sympathetic largely because of the way that she deals with negative situations and difficult people. One challenging person in her life is her mother. At various points, Mrs. Bennet does all of the following: 

			
					Insults Elizabeth and makes statements that favor Jane and Lydia


					Commandeers events and gatherings in order to find marriage partners for her daughters


					Acts in ways that embarrass Elizabeth


					Is overly dramatic and easily upset


					Becomes angry when Elizabeth refuses Mr. Collins, even threatening to disown her


			

			Despite the constant provocations, Elizabeth consistently reacts to her mother in a levelheaded way. She doesn’t match her mother’s extreme emotions. At times, she attempts to help her mother, and at other times, she holds her ground. She uses humor and wit in difficult situations, rather than falling into despair.

			In the podcast Writing Excuses, the hosts argue that characters are sympathetic when they are self-aware, open, and vulnerable.36 Elizabeth is aware of her prejudice against Mr. Darcy and for Mr. Wickham, and this self-awareness makes her prejudices—and resulting actions—more powerful. Elizabeth is open about her emotions and thoughts to her sister Jane and at times to her friend Charlotte and to other characters. Once again, this creates sympathy for her. And her vulnerability—like the times when she feels personal pain at Jane’s pain—also makes us sympathize with her. Her self-awareness, openness, and vulnerability are admirable, sympathetic traits.

			****

			A character does not need to possess all possible positive traits in order to be found sympathetic. Elizabeth Bennet responds to struggle with humor; Anne Elliot does not. One reader might relate to Anne’s story of lost love; another reader might relate to Elizabeth’s close relationships with her family members. Yet both characters are sympathetic. 

			

			Like with active and passive, there is a spectrum between sympathetic and unsympathetic characters, and characters typically move up and down this spectrum over the course of a story. Whether your character is mostly or only occasionally sympathetic, it helps the reader connect to the story. We root for these characters and are excited to travel with them on their journeys.

			Unsympathetic

			Characters

			In order to make characters unsympathetic, you often use the reverse techniques, including:

			
					Giving the character unrelatable motives and actions


					Giving the character an unrelatable perspective (in the case of a non-viewpoint character, sometimes the elements that form the character’s perspective—their background and their situation—are unknown to the reader, which makes it more likely that we will perceive the character and their choices as unsympathetic)


					Having the character act in unlikable ways. At times, they might be cruel, unkind, or selfish. If they hurt others, they are particularly unsympathetic (we especially dislike when characters hurt a different character, animal, or object that we care about as readers)


					Making the character too perfect or too imperfect (or too miserable in their circumstances)


					Having the character not learn from their mistakes and forgo opportunities to improve


					Making the character not self-aware


			

			It is challenging to effectively write an unsympathetic yet engaging main character, yet Austen does so in the title character of Emma. The techniques she uses can be applied to writing unsympathetic protagonists, antagonists, or supporting characters; these techniques can also be used for characters who are unsympathetic for a portion of the story.

			As Emma befriends Harriet, she learns of Harriet’s romantic interest in Mr. Martin, whom Emma considers inferior. One day, as Harriet and Emma take a walk, they see Mr. Martin, and Harriet speaks with him briefly. Afterward, an excited Harriet asks Emma,

			“Well, Miss Woodhouse, is he like what you expected? What do you think of him? Do you think him so very plain?”

			“He is very plain, undoubtedly—remarkably plain:—but that is nothing compared with his entire want of gentility. I had no right to expect much, and I did not expect much; but I had no idea that he could be so very clownish, so totally without air. I had imagined him, I confess, a degree or two nearer gentility.”

			“To be sure,” said Harriet, in a mortified voice, “he is not so genteel as a real gentleman.”

			Emma’s words are almost shockingly cruel. Her unsympathetic words and actions derive from her faulty judgment, her selfish motives, her wants, and her needs. She truly believes she is saving her friend. Though we understand Emma’s perspective, we are not meant to relate to it, and instead, we latch on to Mr. Knightley’s criticism of Emma’s behavior.

			Redeeming Qualities

			Though Emma consistently acts in unsympathetic ways, we keep reading because of her redeeming qualities:

			
					She is witty and intelligent


					She can be humorous (and the narrator is particularly funny)


					Others in the community respect and like her


					She is active and engaging


			

			These redeeming qualities create some level of sympathy for Emma. In most cases, unsympathetic characters should still have sympathetic qualities, especially if they are the protagonist.

			Even though her judgment can be faulty and her actions unkind, sometimes Emma shows good judgment and an awareness of the needs and desires of others. For instance, Emma’s father hates marriage and is upset that Miss Taylor has become Mrs. Weston:

			“Poor Miss Taylor!—I wish she were here again. What a pity it is that Mr. Weston ever thought of her!”

			“I cannot agree with you, papa; you know I cannot. Mr. Weston is such a good-humoured, pleasant, excellent man, that he thoroughly deserves a good wife;—and you would not have had Miss Taylor live with us for ever, and bear all my odd humours, when she might have a house of her own?”

			In this moment, Emma’s good judgment contrasts with the poor judgment of her father. This draws attention to this redeeming quality. We become invested in unsympathetic characters when they are more sympathetic (in one or more areas) than their fellow characters.
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			Mr. Woodhouse laments that Miss Taylor has married. Illustration by Chris (Christiana) Hammond, 1898.

			Self-Awareness

			Giving Emma a small dose of self-awareness is another way Austen makes this unsympathetic character just sympathetic enough. If Emma were completely self-aware, she would realize the terrible consequences of her actions much earlier in the novel. Yet despite her many blinders, even early on she shows a certain level of self-awareness, particularly in her animosity toward Jane Fairfax, a long-time acquaintance who has come to stay in Highbury. Here’s an excerpt from a rather lengthy passage (with emphasis added):

			Emma was sorry;—to have to pay civilities to a person she did not like through three long months!—to be always doing more than she wished, and less than she ought! Why she did not like Jane Fairfax might be a difficult question to answer; Mr. Knightley had once told her it was because she saw in her the really accomplished young woman, which she wanted to be thought herself; and though the accusation had been eagerly refuted at the time, there were moments of self-examination in which her conscience could not quite acquit her. …

			It was a dislike so little just—every imputed fault was so magnified by fancy, that she never saw Jane Fairfax the first time after any considerable absence, without feeling that she had injured her; and now, when the due visit was paid, on her arrival, after a two years’ interval, she was particularly struck with the very appearance and manners, which for those two whole years she had been depreciating. Jane Fairfax was very elegant, remarkably elegant; and she had herself the highest value for elegance.

			Emma is aware of her own unfairness, and she recognizes that her dislike is unjust. Yet as the scene progresses, she continues to justify her negative thoughts and actions, placing much of the blame on Jane. She won’t sit with her self-awareness and allow it to change her behavior, but the awareness she shows makes readers more willing to listen to her unfair complaints and judgments. 

			Reasons to Create an Unsympathetic Character

			As writers, we often want our characters to be likable and good, yet unsympathetic characters create tension, drama, and conflict. Humans do unsympathetic things all the time, and it’s inherently interesting to explore this aspect of human nature. Unsympathetic characters have a greater potential to grow and change. When sympathetic characters behave in unsympathetic ways, it creates contrast with the key scenes of internal triumph, when the character makes admirable, sympathetic choices that we can really root for.

			Emma’s internal journey is about her rethinking her place in the community, learning to be kinder, and allowing others to choose what is best for themselves. She shows tremendous growth over the novel, in large part because she begins as an unsympathetic character.

			Exercise 2.9: Sympathy Reversal 

			Write a brief scene of a character doing something that we generally find unsympathetic (e.g., taking a toy from a young child, ripping up a student’s paper, etc.). Write this scene in a way that will make a reader feel sympathy for this character.

			Exercise 2.10: Sympathy Analysis

			Take a short story or a novel and choose two characters, one sympathetic and the other unsympathetic. Find specific passages that make these characters feel sympathetic or unsympathetic. What tools does the author use to achieve these effects?

			Exercise 2.11: Fairy Tale Swap

			Choose a classic fairy tale and select two characters: one who is generally seen as sympathetic (e.g., Cinderella) and another who is generally seen as unsympathetic (e.g., the wicked stepmother). Write a scene between these two characters, but in this scene reverse who is sympathetic and who is not.

			

			Experiencing the Character

			Character is our window into the story world: We experience the characters’ journeys with them. Like the characters in our favorite stories, we, as readers, are filled with contradictions. We have wants and needs. At times we are active players in our lives, and at other times we are passive. We behave in both sympathetic and unsympathetic ways. And so, as we read, we see ourselves on the page.

			Gustav Freytag wrote that “the dramatist compels the listener to repeat his creations. The whole world of characters, of sorrow, and of destiny, the hearer must make alive in himself.”37 While Freytag was writing specifically about playwrights and theatergoers, this applies to all storytellers and their audiences. The words we write on the page are repeated in the minds of our readers; our characters and other creations become alive in the imaginations and hearts of the audience.

			In the next chapter, we’ll look in more depth at the beginnings of stories. We’ll find that characters are often introduced in moments of tension, action, and dialogue. We’ll see the role of disruption in sending the characters on their journeys, so both the characters and the audience can experience transformation.
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