 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Lesson #7 - The Last Two Character Levels
(from the book EMOTIONAL STRUCTURE, CREATING THE STORY BENEATH THE PLOT, by Peter Dunne).

Continuing where we left off in Lesson #6 – there’s one more section from the Familial Character Level of Dunne’s book I feel has some valuable things to say.

The family truth
The Familial level refers to the nuclear family living under one roof.  This is where the family truth is.  Every family has a family truth.  It may all be a pack of lies, but it is the family truth nonetheless.  It is usually more opinion than fact, greater intolerance than tolerance, and more selfish than selfless.  It seems innocuous while it develops, but it is actually very dangerous.

Sniping, that all-American expression of jealousy and ignorance wrapped in ridicule, is the epitome of a graceless mind.  It is falsely authoritarian and a prime example of substituting emotional honesty with sarcasm.  Sniping gives life to fear.

The fear-based family truth creates mass amounts of guilt.  Comparisons work silently on children especially, establishing their first experience with anxiety.  Comparing one person to another is an awful practice.  In a family where love is the ideal condition, comparisons – which are judgments in sheep’s clothing – should be banned.  When a parent asks her child why she can’t be more like little Suzie down the street, the damage is done. Even if the parent doesn’t compare children, sometimes the children themselves do it. Pat says her youngest sister constantly compared herself to the sister closest to her age and it has affected all her life choices, and not in a good way.
Comparison very often tiptoes in on gossip.  If disingenuous gossip is tolerated at the dinner table by his parents, the child believes two things.  One: gossip is okay. And two: if we talk about our neighbors, then they probably talk about us.  Gossip is hearsay, and hearsay is not okay.  Hearsay is borderline defamation that establishes a subconscious mindset of “them versus us.”  This gives birth to the life-long worry of “what do others think of me?”  And we know that seeking the answer to that question is man’s biggest waste of time.  And it is also the primary reason we form our Individual level in the first place.  This is how the first and second layers, the Individual and Familial levels are connected. Dunne says the connections don’t stop there.


SOCIAL CHARACTER LEVEL

(Cultural.  Otherated.  Environmental.  Deep-rooted yet changeable.  Obligation pressures).

The third emotional character level is the Social level.  We are social animals.  The influences from society are great.  Cultures differ so much, yet they all provide the same things in the end: human connection, validation, appreciation, love, comfort, and pleasure.  But society can also bring pressure to bear.  We have obligations in society, and standards to meet.  We can be bullied by society if we are not careful.  Boundaries, just like those in our family relationships, can be tested constantly.  Society can also challenge our morality.  As tribesmen and women we have roles to play that come with responsibilities, and when met, set roots deep into the community

that subsequently create a sense of security and satisfaction.

The danger the Social level represents to the individual, and to your protagonist especially, is its ability to corrupt one’s morals.  The profound attraction of social acceptance often turns obsessive in nature.  Gradually, almost unknowingly, we lend more importance to being accepted by our peers than by meeting our own personal standards.  The quest for acceptance and success causes us to compromise our own boundaries.  As we do this we devalue our core selves.  This capitulation is the source of many problems.  The deterioration of personal boundaries sets us up for much greater problems in the future.  Many times the price of admission is a loss of self-esteem or worse.

When we examine this level in Witness we see that all the pressure brought to bear on Book comes from his police chief and fellow cops – his Social level.  He can alleviate all his problems by simply going along with them.  But he would have to completely abandon his morals to do it.  What makes this surrender so difficult for Book is that it will cost him the only family he has.

We see Book able to thrive in this police family in Act One (in books, this is approximately the first 50 or 60 pages of a 400 page book).  By the end of Act One everything changes.  He sees the corruption and he must make the decision of a lifetime.  The writers force him into this situation, and then they offer him an alternative level three in the society of the Amish.  But in order to thrive in the new Social level, he has to change.  A deep change.  Deeper than he’s changed before.  Because it’s not a change on the Individual, Familial, OR Social level.  It’s a change on the most basic level.  The Fourth Level, the Emotional Character Level.


EMOTIONAL CHARACTER LEVEL

(The real deal.  How your character honestly feels whether he/she is aware of the feelings or not.  Hidden behind neuroses.  Dedicated to individuation and compartmentalizing).

When all is said and done, everything we see, everything we hear, everything we feel, everything we taste, everything we do affects us emotionally.  Thomas Merton said, “Every moment and every event of every man’s life on earth plants something in his soul.  For just as the wind carries thousands of winged seeds, so each moment brings with it germs of spiritual vitality that come to rest imperceptibly in the minds and wills of men.”  Powerful stuff.

The fourth level is one over which we have the least control.  It is not ruled by will or logic.  It is not ours to boss around.  It alone is responsible for releasing what I call the conscience response.  Our emotional responses are tied to our sense of fairness and our belief in goodness.  Our Emotional level is the level most in need of constant refinement because the imprints of experiences are constant.  As each moment in our lives brings its germs of spiritual vitality to rest in our minds or will, we are responsible for developing an awareness to receive them, and a spiritual mechanism to transform their value.  We can’t go through life oblivious to what’s going on around us.  We can’t go through life without being held accountable to the greater good, even if we’re not aware of that obligation yet.  We can’t, either, go through life denying how we feel, or especially denying that we don’t know how we feel.  Sooner or later, driven by dotage or pain, we begin to ask those almighty questions: Who am I and what does my life mean?

The entire Act Two of Witness (in a novel, Act Two would be the entire middle section, approximately 300 pages of a 400 page book) is dedicated to this question.  Both Book and Rachel must examine who they are, who they want to be in the future.  The individual quests create a bond as a couple.  It is an everlasting bond, whether they (hero and heroine) remain together or not, because it is a bond created on the most important level.  It is not an Individual bond, or a Familial bond, or a Social bond.  It is a profound uncorrupted Emotional bond, pure in its need and innocent in its demands.

When you create your plot your job will be to force a situation on your hero and his co-protagonist where in these almighty questions will be asked.  Your characters have to reach the point where they trust each other.  Based on their mutual trust they can move on and face the unknown.

Think about the man who leaves his house in the morning with more than questions than answers.  When he climbs onto the bus of faith in the morning, he has reached a breaking point unless he can tie all his problems together in a way that explains their value rather than their threat.  Beyond the worries of whether or not his wife is having an affair, beyond the question of whether his son is on drugs, and beyond the pressure of the unpaid bills, he must believe that what he doesn’t know is as viable as that which he does know.  And that he doesn’t always know what he thinks he needs to know.  Dunne quotes Artemis Ward.  “It ain’t the things we don’t know that gets us into trouble.  It’s the things we know for sure that just ain’t so.”  Always having the answer does not guarantee happiness or jackpots.  Trusting the process is far more important than needing to know the results.

If your protagonist, just like the man on the bus, doesn’t take the time to nurture himself, he will surely pop.  The answer to Who Am I lies not in the intellect, but rather in the soul.  It is a spiritual question that requires a spiritual answer.  It cannot be found on the shelf at the market.  The secret of life is not found resting on our outer layer, our surface personality.  The secret of life does not exist in the mystery and sickness of our family.  The secret of life has nothing to do with our culture or environment.  The secret of life has everything to do with how we honestly feel about our worthiness and our worth.

Dunne says it’s important for you to monitor the constant and subtle changes that take place on the four character levels of your characters as they move from scene to scene, and from act to act. [Pat says the next lesson will deal with the three act structure, which is a valuable tool for novel writers to understand and use in plotting, even though it is geared toward the stage and screen].  Dunne goes on to say that this is not as difficult as it sounds.  If you make sure that your characters learn something in each scene [one more thing to remember about scene construction!] and that knowledge changes them in one way or another, then you’re doing well.  A critical element in Emotional Structure is the awareness that each scene adds to the protagonist’s knowledge, even if the knowledge isn’t the answer he thought he was looking for.  At least he knows more at the end of a scene than he did in the beginning.  There are few exceptions to this rule.

When he learns more, he changes.  As he changes, his relationships with other characters change.  He cannot have the same conversation with his wife (girlfriend, lover, child) on page thirty that he had on page ten because he is a different person by page thirty and would be asking different questions.  If he’s clever, he won’t have to ask any questions at all.  If you create the right behavior for both of them based on their character levels the answer to his question could be in her actions rather than her words.  They could be talking about the weather, but their body language could be saying something else.  Then, by the end of that scene, he or she will be different again.  And so on.  Every scene will have character growth because every scene has to have an epiphany. [Pat says this was a new thought for me.  At first, I resisted it, but the longer I thought about it, the more it made sense.  The epiphany might simply be the realization that the character still has more to learn about the other character or the situation.  Thus a story question at the end of the scene will be the ‘disaster’ of scene structure as described by Dwight Swain in his TECHNIQUES OF THE SELLING WRITER.  Or the epiphany can be the actual disaster itself.]

As these changes to your protagonist pile up, he will become less comfortable with the idea of ignoring how he feels.  He’s become less willing to hide his true self behind a facade.  This is because, once a person is exposed to the truth, it can never be denied again.  When your protagonist takes the next step and adopts his newfound truth, he will transform knowledge into consciousness.  Which is the same as turning change into growth.  This is huge.

And here is why.

Harmony
Once the fears are faced and dealt with, the Four Character Levels realign.  As they do, they come into an Emotional Harmony.  In other words, the insides and outsides match.  What you see is what you get, and what you feel is real.  Your protagonist becomes whole.

When we first meet the Amish of Lancaster in the opening of Witness we get the immediate feeling of community, a society, that is at peace.  At One.  This is precisely because their philosophy is to create a true harmony between their interior and exterior lives.  It is living in the ultimate truth.  We all fee that “something special” when we watch the film.  We all wish our lives could be that simple.  That is the attraction of a harmonious emotional life.  And that is what turns the hero around in the end.

This is what happens to Book at the end of Witness.  He finally accepts that there is a better and more peaceful way to live life.  This growth in him brings a new strength and determination with which to do battle.  A battle he can win today that he could not have won yesterday.  And ironically, he wins the battle without his gun.  Unarmed, he simply states the truth: you can’t kill everyone.

HOMEWORK: How will your protagonist/co-protagonists come into their own Emotional Harmony?  What will they learn and how will they grow as a result of what happens to them in your story?  In the end, what will be their truth? [I know it may seem you’ve done this before, but the more you think about this all-important part of your story, the more focused you will be].

Coming Next: Lesson #8 - The Three Act Structure
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