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Introduction 

In Plot Basics I wrote about the fundamental structure of a plot 
for a full-length novel or screenplay. I deliberately ignored 
character and character development because I wanted to 
concentrate on the sequence of story events that go towards 
creating a satisfying story in any genre. I did touch briefly on the 
main structure of a few types of genre story, including the 
‘flawed hero’ or character-based story, and this short guide 
expands on the plot structure for this kind of story. 
 
This is not a guide to creating character - that is a subject I will 
write about separately - rather it explores the way in which the 
eight-sequence model can be used for creating a story that 
centres on a character who undergoes significant psychological 
and/or emotional growth during the course of the story. 
 

What is a Flawed Hero Story? 
Fundamentally, a flawed hero story is a story about a hero with 
a character flaw or weakness that he must learn to overcome 
during the course of the adventures he has in the story. As well 
as a plot line, these stories have a ‘character development arc’ 
that authors can use to plan and monitor the growth in their 
character as they write. Most mainstream, non-genre novels are 
about flawed characters, and many highly regarded movies 
feature a flawed hero. Examples include Casablanca, Tootsie, 
Rocky, Rain Man, Jerry Maguire, Good Will Hunting, As Good As It 
Gets, Pretty Woman, and Dead Poets Society. These examples are 
all about a flawed hero – he or she is the subject of the story. 
There are other genre and popular stories that are about 
something else, but which also include a flawed hero who 
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experiences growth during the course of his or her genre 
adventure. 
 
In real life we never really understand why people seem to 
change. Life circumstances can change us – growing up and 
growing old; retirement; marriage; divorce; the birth of a child; 
the death of a loved one. Our roles and responsibilities change. 
Our attitudes towards life change, as we come to have different 
priorities. We might undergo a mid-life crisis. A friend may 
betray us. A lover may become a cruel enemy. We don’t always 
understand what has caused us to change, and we can never 
really know what has caused someone else to change. In stories, 
things are different. We need to be able to show why and how 
the hero changes. We can do this because the lives, personalities, 
and motivations of fictional characters are simpler than those of 
real people. We can show the cause and effect that brings about 
the change in a person in the same way that we can show the 
cause and effect that changes the situation in the external action 
of the plot. And we can show this change, and the stages through 
which it develops, in the external actions and dialogue of our 
characters. 

 

Character Flaw and Theme 
The theme in a story can be viewed as a ‘thematic argument’ – a 
conflict between a virtue and a vice. It says, at a fundamental 
level, this behaviour (virtue) is good and should be rewarded; 
and this behaviour (vice) is bad and should be punished. In a 
straightforward plot-oriented story, the hero will – for the most 
part – demonstrate ‘moral’ or ‘virtuous’ behaviours, while the 
antagonist will demonstrate the opposite viewpoint, ‘immoral’ 
behaviours or ‘vice.’ In the flawed hero story, the two sides of 
the argument are not quite so clearly defined. Our hero will 
engage in some behaviours that, within the context of the story, 
we would judge to be ‘immoral.’ He engages in them because he 
is flawed, and uses them to protect himself from additional 
emotional wounding. Because of this he is not regarded as 
‘worthy’ of happiness and success – and he won’t be judged a real 
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hero until he has overcome his flaw, renounced his ‘immoral’ 
behaviours, and reached a point where he is ready to sacrifice his 
needs, even his own life, for the benefit of others. When the 
hero does undergo this change or growth, and is no longer 
flawed, his moral behaviours will be seen to be rewarded, 
‘proving’ the thematic argument. 

 



 
 

The Character Development  

Arc or Throughline 

 
At the beginning of the story, the hero is unhappy – there is 
something important lacking in his life. Often this will be a 
longing for a romantic partner – the need for a fully-developed 
adult relationship with an equal, as opposed to a sexual desire. 
But there are other kinds of lack. The hero will have a need, 
which he may not yet be aware of, to fill this void in his life. He 
or she may not actually recognise the exact nature of this need, 
and even if he does, he may deny it. But he can never be truly 
happy until he has resolved this personal issue. This denial or 
lack of recognition of the nature of what he lacks, will often lead 
the hero to go after goals which will prove to be the wrong goals. 
He will go after something he wants or desires, rather than the 
thing that he actually needs. A character may seek financial 
success or progress in his career because he believes that will 
bring him fulfilment, when in actual fact what he needs is to find 
a genuine loving relationship. He will claim that he doesn’t need 
romance in his live, and may mock it or seem to despise it as a 
weakness, but it will be the thing he needs to find fulfilment in 
life. This is an obvious example, but it has been at the heart of 
hundreds of movies and novels, including Pretty Woman. 
 
The hero’s lack is related to something that he is afraid of – his 
greatest fear. This fear was caused by a deeply traumatic 
experience, John Truby refers to it as a ‘ghost’ from the past, or 
series of experiences, that occurred earlier in his life. These may 
have occurred as far back as his childhood or it may be 
something that occurred more recently. For Will in Good Will 
Hunting it was a childhood of physical abuse and lack of parental 
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love; for Rick in Casablanca it was ‘betrayal’ and abandonment by 
the only woman he’d ever loved. These traumatic events leave 
emotional and psychological scars, or wounds that never 
properly heal. And so the characters adopt behaviours that will 
protect them from ever being harmed in this way again. They 
build protective barriers and don’t let anyone get close enough 
to hurt them. But this is the wrong thing to do. To overcome 
these ‘emotional wounds,’ the character needs to face them and 
deal with their fears. And they cannot do this alone, they need 
the support of someone they can trust. But their barriers – their 
flawed behaviours – prevent them from having to face their 
demons, and they prevent other people from being able to get 
close enough to offer help and support. These flawed behaviours 
often have unintended side-effects that the hero may be 
unaware of. By pushing people away, and fighting to avoid 
having to face the thing he is most afraid of, the hero causes 
harm to other people – sometimes directly, but most often 
indirectly. As a result, we can regard these flawed behaviours as 
being ‘immoral.’ 
 
The plot we design for a flawed hero story will force him into a 
situation where he must face the truth, and come to recognise 
he nature of the thing lacking in his life, and the accept that his 
flawed and ‘immoral’ behaviour is harming both him and other 
people around him. This move from denial or lack of 
recognition, to realisation and acceptance is a key moment in the 
character’s development arc. 
The hero that we meet at the beginning of the story is flawed 
and engages in ‘immoral’ behaviours which he believes are 
necessary to protect himself. This person is not able, and is not 
‘worthy’ of achieving success in whatever quest our story sends 
him on. His flawed behaviours are self-centred – selfish – and are 
used without concern for their effects on others. This person is 
not a true hero. In order to qualify as a true hero, and to stand 
any chance at achieving both his external goal and inner 
fulfilment, the flawed hero must redeem himself. That is why 
flawed hero stories are often referred to as ‘redemption’ stories. 
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The hero must overcome his flaw and prove himself capable of 
selfless behaviours. The hero is not inherently ‘immoral,’ but he 
has adopted behaviours that are not moral. These do not reflect 
the person he is inside – they are not aspects of his true self. 
Instead they are part of a protective façade – a false self that he 
has come to believe is the person that he should be in order to 
survive. 
 
Our plot will also force the hero together with an ally or 
romantic partner – a co-protagonist – who will prove to be the 
type of person who can make, and help, the hero face and 
overcome his personal fears. The relationship between the two 
will not begin well – subconsciously the hero will recognise that 
this person is a threat to his defensive behaviours, either because 
is finds himself attracted to them or because he finds himself 
despising them. Or perhaps a combination of the two. Often the 
hero behaves like a warrior, attacking in order to defend himself. 
The co-protagonist typically has a more nurturing approach – 
they have a level of empathy that allows them to see beyond the 
hero’s rough external barrier, to the real person inside. They will 
want to help the hero recover his true self, by showing him that 
he can set aside the protective behaviours without being 
destroyed. The co-protagonist demonstrates qualities that the 
hero has, but that he despises and feels ashamed of in himself, 
because he believes they make him weak and vulnerable to new 
emotional harm. It is the co-protagonist’s role in the story to 
draw out these qualities in the hero, and to help him accept them 
as aspects of his true self. 
 
The antagonist or villain in our story represents the dark side of 
the hero. His behaviours are an extreme version of the hero’s 
immoral behaviours. And his justifications – his motivations – 
for behaving in this way are an extreme version of the hero’s 
reasons for engaging in his protective behaviours. The 
antagonist is a reflection of the hero, an exaggerated version of 
his selfish side. The antagonist is who the hero could become if 
he continues along the ‘dark path’ – if he fails to overcome his 
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character flaw. The hero will hate the antagonist. He will want 
to believe that the antagonist is the complete opposite of him in 
every way and that the two of them have absolutely nothing in 
common. But this is not true. The antagonist represents 
qualities that the hero has and is afraid of in himself. This 
explains the hero’s intense hatred of the antagonist. But denying 
this darker side of his own character is another example of the 
hero refusing to accept his true self. Initially when he recognises 
this as part of himself, he will try to obliterate it – to exorcise it 
or cast it out in some way, saying: This is not me. But he cannot 
destroy this part of himself, he must come to accept it and learn 
how to live with it. 
 
Only by accepting the aspects of himself that he despises and is 
ashamed of (as represented by the co-protagonist) and those that 
he hates and is afraid of (as represented by the antagonist) can 
the hero become a whole person. By allowing himself to 
acknowledge all that he is – both good and bad – he is finally able 
to become his true self. And only then is he finally able to behave 
in the manner of a true hero – willing to sacrifice his own 
desires, and perhaps even his own life, to defend the people and 
the values that he genuinely values. 
 
The hero will prove that he has overcome his flaw at the climax 
of the story, at which point he will make some form of personal 
sacrifice – this will demonstrate that he has finally cast off the 
defensive façade of his old self and become his true self. This is 
the highest point in his character development arc – he is now a 
different person, and has an opportunity to achieve personal 
fulfilment as well as completing his quest to achieve the external 
story goal. The character development arc is not a sooth upward 
trajectory, it is similar to the Kübler-Ross curve I referred to 
in Plot Basics: 
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The stages of the hero’s growth are similar to those labelled on 
the curve above, and they are also similar to the stages in the 
‘twelve-step program’ that was originally developed for 
Alcoholics Anonymous, and has since been adapted for use in 
over-coming other damaging/self-damaging behaviours: 

 
1. Evidence of the hero’s flaw in the form of a typical behaviour 

in response to problem situations. This standard pattern of 
behaviour causes him to lose out in some way. It protects 
him, but he must pay a price. 

2. Denial by the hero that there is a problem. He believes his 
‘luck’ will change, and fights even harder in his typical mode. 

3. Realisation that there is a problem resulting in failure, but 
refusal to believe that it is within himself. He continues to 
experience frustration and anger, probably blaming others 
for his failure / unhappiness, and hurting those around him. 

4. Admission that the problem is in him. Depression because he 
believes this is a part of himself that cannot be overcome. 

5. Belief that change is possible and behaviour patterns can be 
changed. Possibly as a result of observing someone else (e.g. 
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the co-protagonist) or through some minor change on his 
own part. 

6. Decision by the hero to try and overcome his flaw. 
7. Self-examination. He must learn about himself and search his 

own character to identify his weakness(es). 
8. Identification and admission. He identifies his flaw, and admits 

it to himself and others. He also identifies and admits the 
harm he has done to others. He begins to investigate the 
nature of his problem. 

9. Humility. The hero admits that he needs help from those 
around him, and prepares himself for change. 

10. Apology and reparation. He seeks to make amends with the 
people he has upset, offended, or harmed, and where 
possible he repairs the harm he has done. 

11. Reinforcement. Change is achieved, and the hero practices his 
new ‘typical behaviour.’ He continues to monitor himself for 
any return to his old ways. 

12. Example. He makes the most of his life, and having become 
more self-aware, he seeks to help others to achieve similar 
self-development. 

 
In most stories, the hero will remain in ignorance and/or denial 
of his character flaw until the midpoint of the story. Realisation 
will come after the failure of the First Attempt to achieve the 
external goal, with admission coming at the midpoint or just 
after. Sequence 5 is where the hero’s relationship with the co-
protagonist has moved from suspicion and mistrust, to respect 
and trust. He begins to learn from the co-protagonist, and seeks 
their advice and support. Through example, or occasionally 
through counter-example, the co-protagonist shows the hero 
how to accept and embrace aspects of his character that he has 
previously felt ashamed of, because he has seen them as a 
weakness. These are typically qualities of compassion, empathy, 
and love. At the same time, the hero may show the co-
protagonist how to become more forceful in defending what he 
or she believes in. 
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Acceptance of these denied aspects of himself is often coupled 
with a stronger rejection or hatred of the aspects of himself that 
he is afraid of, and that are represented by the actions of the 
antagonist. It is not a coincidence that the antagonist becomes 
more active after the midpoint. Accepting his ‘light side’ but 
rejecting his ‘dark side’ means that the hero is still not accepting 
his whole true self. He may behave like a pendulum that has 
swung too far the other way, rejecting any urge or 
encouragement to fight for what he values or believes in. As a 
result, the antagonist is able to proceed with his own plan, and 
seems assured of victory. Acting in accordance with his revised 
false-self, the hero makes a Second Attempt, and again fails to 
achieve the story goal. Worse, the consequences of his actions 
are so negative that the whole situation develops into a crisis. 
Suffering his ‘darkest hour’ the hero may, in an act of 
desperation, try to defeat the villain by employing the villain’s 
own methods: fighting fire with fire. For a brief moment, like a 
berserker, he may be overwhelmed by his own darker nature 
and become more like the antagonist than he has ever been. The 
result is failure – he loses everything that he had in Act I, and he 
loses everything that he has gained in Act II. All seems lost, with 
not even a glimmer of hope. The co-protagonist either turns 
against him, because of his antagonist-like behaviour, or has 
been taken from him by the antagonist: the hero stands alone. 
 
It is at this lowest point, when he has been stripped of 
everything – including every aspect of his false self – and been 
completely humiliated, that the hero is finally at a point where 
he is ready for real and permanent change. Having lost 
everything, he can finally see who (usually the co-protagonist) 
and what values are of vital importance to him. With literally 
nothing left to lose, the hero makes a decision to fight to regain 
and defend the things he values. He has a new-found clarity of 
purpose, and he has reached a position where he is willing to 
sacrifice himself in order to save the person he cares about and 
the values he believes in. This provides him with a renewed 
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strength, and he makes one Final Attempt to achieve the story 
goal. 
 
The antagonist may taunt him, calling him weak for 
demonstrating the aspects of his character that he has regained 
as a result of his relationship with the co-protagonist, and calling 
him false for having used ‘immoral’ actions in an attempt to 
defeat the antagonist. The hero will accept culpability for his 
immoral actions and their consequences – which may have 
included him losing the co-protagonist’s respect. He will also 
admit to owning the characteristics that the antagonist regards 
as weaknesses. But in becoming ‘whole,’ the hero has also come 
to accept his own darker side, and this has given him an insight 
into the behaviours and motivations of the antagonist. 
Recognising his own similarities to the antagonist, the hero is 
able to see where the antagonist is vulnerable. And he is able to 
plan the Final Attempt based on this knowledge. 
 
Endings in flawed hero stories are often ironic – the hero may 
succeed in achieving the thing that he thought he wanted, and 
discover that it does not fulfil his inner need. Or he may fail to 
achieve his external want, but discover that he has gained 
something far more important instead: he has overcome the lack 
in his life. 
 

 



 
 

Plotting the Flawed Hero Story 

What follows is a rough guide to the way in which the flawed 
character story is plotted across the eight sequences. We have 
already seen how the four quarters can be described for this type 
of story: 
 
(1) Introduce a flawed hero and demonstrate their flawed 

behaviour 
(2) Hero denies flaw – but flawed behaviour causes problems in 

his life and the lives of others. 
(Midpoint) Hero recognises and admits his internal flaw 
(3) Hero attempts to overcome his flaw, but it is difficult; he 

falls back into old behaviours, with catastrophic results 
(4) Hero overcomes flaw and happy ending. (Or, hero fails to 

overcome flaw and tragic ending). 
 
Let’s look at ‘what goes where’ in the eight sequences. For 
reference, I will include the typical page numbers for various 
items, as they relate to the model 120-page screenplay. 
Remember, as always, that these are just serving suggestions, 
and that you should adapt the recipe according to your own 
tastes, and the needs of your story. Note that the things listed 
below for inclusion in each sequence are in addition to the plot 
elements – the external action – that I covered in Plot Basics. 

 

Sequence 1 
(Pages 1 to 15) Towards the end of this sequence, the hero is 
issued with a challenge or ‘call to adventure.’ In terms of the 
external plot, this is the inciting incident. As well as starting up 
the external plot, it serves to provide the hero with an 
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opportunity to face and overcome his internal fears, and fulfil 
his own need or lack. 

 

Sequence 2 
(Pages 15 to 30) During this sequence we see how the hero’s ‘lack’ 
means that his life is empty and unfulfilling. We see the price 
that he has to pay for the defensive behaviours he has put in 
place to protect himself from emotional harm. At this point we 
do not understand why he behaves this way – we don’t know 
what caused his emotional trauma – but we see that he is flawed 
in some way. Recognising (perhaps only subconsciously) that 
the challenge poses a threat to the cosy defensive walls he has 
built around himself, the hero will initially be reluctant to accept 
the call to adventure. Eventually, the hero is pushed or pulled 
into the adventure. He chooses an external goal, and makes a 
commitment to achieving it. This external goal is something 
that he believes will resolve the external problem, and enable 
him to return to his comfortable life. He may also believe that it 
will enable him to overcome his internal lack, or he may ignore 
or deny the lack. 

 

Sequence 3 
(Pages 30 to 45) The hero tries to solve the external problem and 
achieve the story goal while avoiding his internal problem (his 
fears). He continues to deny or ignore the thing that is lacking 
in his life. He demonstrates his typical behaviours, which are 
defined to hide and protect his emotional wounds. His actions 
towards the goal are small-scale obvious choices, and ‘quick 
fixes,’ none of which work. He may end up making the situation 
worse, or at least muddying things. What is really needed is a 
proper plan and a determined effort to achieve the story goal. 

 

Sequence 4 
(Pages 45 to 60) At the end of Sequence 3 going into Sequence 4 
(page 45 in our screenplay), is where we see what is sometimes 
referred to as the hero’s first self-definition. This will be 
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contrasted with a point at the end of Sequence 5, where we will 
see that the hero has a new self-definition, based on what he has 
learned on his journey between this point and that one. Here we 
see the hero’s false self. We see the mask or façade that he wears. 
This is the person he feels that he should be – the person that 
other people expect him to be, and who he needs to be in order 
to protect himself from emotional harm. We see his inner 
weakness and the flawed behaviour he employs to defend 
himself. We may also see the price that he pays for this 
behaviour – the harm that it actually does to him and to other 
people. The hero devises a plan and puts it into action. But some 
action (or inaction) on his part causes the plan to fail. Rob Tobin 
calls this a ‘balk.’ The hero sees that the actions they are taking 
may result in him having to face the sort of situation he most 
fears, and so he – consciously or unconsciously – sabotages the 
First attempt by freezing or refusing to move forward. Often it 
is the actions of the co-protagonist that save them from 
destruction at the hands of the antagonist. The hero may deny 
culpability, blaming their failure on ‘bad luck’ or on the actions 
of others – but everyone, including him, knows that he was at 
fault. This is the most dramatic, and potentially most dangerous, 
demonstration of the hero’s flaw to date. The hero’s action (or 
failure to take action) may be noted by the antagonist: he may 
recognise it as a weakness in the hero that we will be able to 
exploit in future. 

 

Midpoint 
(Page 60) The midpoint is a point of revelation and/or discovery, 
sometimes termed an ‘epiphany,’ both in terms of the external 
action of the story, and in terms of the hero’s inner journey. The 
hero achieves a new level of self-awareness. He may re-evaluate 
his external goal and realise that it is not the correct goal. Or he 
may discover that he has been going for the right goal, but for 
the wrong reason. At the midpoint or soon after, the co-
protagonist may confront the hero about his actions during the 
First Attempt – actions that contributed to the failure of the 
attempt and which may have led to other people being harmed 
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or even killed. The co-protagonist may threaten to abandon the 
hero – causing him to admit his flaw and his culpability, and to 
ask for forgiveness. The midpoint provides a break in tension, 
in that the hero is no longer resisting the truth about himself. 
Where the external action of the story dominated before the 
midpoint, the relationship between the hero and the co-
protagonist dominates in the two sequences following the 
midpoint. And the quest is no longer about finding a specific 
external object, it is all about the hero discovering his true self. 

 

Sequence 5 
(Pages 60 to 75) This sequence is much more important in the 
flawed hero story than it is in other types of story, and as a result 
its function is easier to explain. First it shows the hero’s 
emotional reaction to the self-discovery he made at the 
midpoint. He has become aware of his own flawed nature, and 
the damage that his flawed behaviours have caused to both 
himself and to others. His initial reactions are likely to be a 
combination of shame and depression, coupled with a feeling of 
defeat: he may believe that he is broken beyond repair, and 
certainly not fit to lead a story quest. This is an emotional crisis 
point for the hero, whose entire approach to life has been based 
on avoiding this inner problem. During this sequence, the co-
protagonist will support him – recognising the impact of the 
midpoint discoveries. The co-protagonist may try to get the 
hero to talk about his fears, and about his past traumatic 
experiences – but he may not yet be ready for this. The co-
protagonist may be frustrated by this, but respects his wishes 
and does not try to force the issue. The co-protagonist often 
makes a re-commitment to the hero – promising to be there to 
support him when he needs it. And being prepared to listen 
when he is ready to talk. 
 
Sequence 5 also offers what is sometimes called a ‘moment of 
grace.’ The hero gets a glimpse of the kind of life he might have 
if he is able to both overcome his internal flaw and resolve the 
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external conflict with the antagonist. This sequence is where the 
relationship between the hero and the co-protagonist develops 
– either into a genuine platonic friendship, or into a romance. 
They come to respect and trust one another. This sequence also 
demonstrates that the hero has the potential to change, and to 
satisfy both his internal and external needs. Towards the end of 
Sequence 5, we realise that the stakes have been raised: the hero 
isn’t just concerned about himself anymore, his ‘area of concern’ 
has been extended to include the co-protagonist. The safety and 
happiness of both is now at stake, and the hero feels this 
responsibility. He is no longer alone, and he enjoys the feeling 
of being with someone. Also towards the end of Sequence 5, 
there will also be increased danger from the actions of the 
antagonist – the hero and the co-protagonist may suffer a close-
call and be almost killed. The hero reaches a point where he 
realises he has got to either act or admit defeat. He rededicates 
himself to the story goal – or to the new or revised story goal – 
and will promise to avoid engaging in his previous ‘immoral’ 
behaviours. He will try to overcome his character flaw. The hero 
may need to persuade the co-protagonist and/or his team to give 
him another chance. The hero has a new plan for their Second 
Attempt to achieve the story goal. 

 

Sequence 6 
(Pages 75 to 90) At the end of Sequence 5, going into Sequence 6 
– page 75 in the screenplay – we see what is sometimes referred 
to as the hero’s new self-definition. This contrasts with the way 
he defined himself at the end of Sequence 3 (page 45). Here the 
hero is much closer to being his true self, having learned – with 
the help of the co-protagonist – to accept aspects of his character 
that he previously denied and was ashamed of. We see that he 
has a new self-confidence and a determination to engage in 
‘moral’ behaviour. He may also identify and name his deepest 
internal fear, and claim that he is ready to confront it. This may 
just be bravado and over-confidence, based on the good feelings 
that the ‘moment of grace’ have afforded him. He still has a long 
way to go, but he is well on the way. 
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Having persuaded the co-protagonist, and his team if he has one, 
to give him a second chance, the hero now leads them into the 
Second Attempt. He engages in actions which demonstrate his 
new self-awareness – i.e. he no longer uses ‘immoral’ behaviours 
– and he proves to the co-protagonist and other team members 
that they can trust him. And by demonstrating that he is trying 
to overcome his flaw, he partially redeems himself in the eyes of 
the co-protagonist. The relationship between the hero and the 
co-protagonist deepens as they unite to oppose the actions of the 
antagonist. The co-protagonist may urge the hero to open up 
and trust him fully, and the hero may respond by finally 
revealing his backstory – the traumatic events that led to his 
emotional wounding and caused him to put in place the flawed 
defensive behaviours. This is the final act that demonstrates that 
the hero trusts the co-protagonist. As they continue to work 
together, we also see that the hero is depending on the co-
protagonist, needs them, and cannot complete the quest alone. 
This is a demonstration of humility, and is another important 
stage in the hero’s development. He may apologise for his 
previous actions, and seek to make amends to the people he has 
harmed. 
 
The end of Sequence 6 finds the hero at his lowest point, his 
‘darkest hour.’ This is the main crisis point of the whole story. 
The circumstances he faces are almost identical, at least from an 
emotional point of view, to the ones that caused his original 
emotional wounding. He has come face to face with the thing 
that he fears most. Fearing that his new behaviours are not 
strong enough, the hero may backslide and employ his old 
defensive behaviours. But these will fail. In a final act of 
desperation, he may decide to try and fight fire with fire, and use 
the antagonist’s own methods against him. But this means that 
the hero acts against his own deeply-held beliefs, betraying his 
own values. And this too fails. Michael Halperin, in Writing the 
Second Act, suggests playing a dirty trick on the reader and the 
hero here: make this failure look like a success, but then show it 
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to be a false success. This is cruel. I like it. The co-protagonist 
may have been taken from him by the antagonist, or the co-
protagonist may turn away from him as result of his desperate 
and immoral actions. Either way, the hero has lost the person he 
cares about most. 

 
Sequence 7 
(Pages 90 to 105) The hero reflects on the crisis. It has stripped 
away his false beliefs and his coping strategies. It was a symbolic 
‘death’ – the end of his false self, and he must now redefine 
himself in a form of ‘rebirth.’ There is no going back to his old, 
false self. His rebirth, or ‘resurrection,’ will be demonstrated in 
different behaviour, attitude, and possibly appearance. This is an 
outward sign that he has really changed – that he no longer 
succumbs to the temptations or addictions that plagued him in 
his old life. He may discover that some people around him, who 
have not undergone the same development arc, now reject him, 
or try to undermine him or tempt him back into his old life and 
behaviours. Allies may become opponents. But other people will 
embrace his true self – people who previously opposed him 
recognise his change and welcome it. 
 
The hero realises that the crisis was caused by his own beliefs 
and actions. No matter what the circumstances were, or what 
the antagonist did, he brought this on himself. His own 
‘immoral’ actions caused this. This is a devastating and humbling 
realisation. He has to admit that he was wrong and misguided all 
along. But this crisis at the end of Act II is a false defeat. The 
hero believes that he has lost because he now faces the thing he 
fears most. He has lost what he wanted – avoidance. But having 
to face his inner demons is exactly what he needs. His old self, his 
old world, is gone. This clears the way for a new way of thinking 
about the problem he faces and about his life. Losing the last 
vestiges of his defensive behaviours actually frees him. He is now 
able to redeem himself. The hero makes the final, all-or-nothing 
Third Attempt. This is the climax of the story. There is a 
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confrontation between the hero and the antagonist – the final 
phase in the thematic argument is dramatised in this battle. 

 
Sequence 8 
(Pages 105 to 120) Having become more self-aware, the hero 
realises that there is no going back to his old, unfulfilling life. He 
is now a new ‘whole’ person, and is no longer living in fear of 
something that might happen. He goes forward into a new life 
on this basis. 



 

Further Reading 

Most of the main story theorists – Robert McKee, John Truby, 
Viki King, Linda Seger, Michael Hauge and others – use the 
flawed hero story as the basis for their teaching, and they are all 
worth reading for this reason. Three other books that I would 
recommend, because they focus specifically on this type of story, 
are Inside Story: The Power of the Transformational Arc by Dara 
Marks; Emotional Structure: Creating the Story Beneath the Plot by 
Peter Dunne, and The Screenwriting Formula: Why it Works and 
How to Use It by Rob Tobin. 
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There is no secret formula for plot — but there is a pattern that has proved 
satisfying to readers and movie-goers for years. Once you have an 
understanding of this underlying structure you can apply it to a novel or 
screenplay in any genre. 
 

In Plot Basics you'll see: 
 

▪ How to break down your plot into four quarters and decide what 
must happen in each — applying the 'rule of three' to give a 
strong through-line with rising action and suspense.  

▪ How to divide these into eight sequences that enable you to tell 
your story with maximum dramatic effect — including six major 
turning points plus a midpoint and a climax.  

▪ What individual story elements belong in each of the eight 
sequences and how to develop them. 

 

You can use the eight sequences method to plot a story from scratch. 
Apply it to edit the first draft of a novel or screenplay you already have. 
Or use it to take apart a story you've started but which isn't working. 
 

When you know what needs to go where in a story, you can get on with 
the fun part of writing and create something for readers or movie-goers 
to enjoy — safe in the knowledge that your plot works. 
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