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Introduction

Why do some stories work better than others?

This is a question that has long held my interest, eventually 
providing the motivation to build a website that explored the 
possible answers deeper and further than they had ever been in the 
past. Taking into account the centuries upon centuries of the 
narrative art-form, it seems clear that there is something special 
about a great story. But where to start? 

Re-imagined within the context of a book, the following thirty-nine 
chapters represent the entirety of my research on the subject during 
the past year.  Organized into the four main areas of study -- Story 
Structure, Story Theory, Story Analysis, and Writing -- each article 
attempts to make the mysterious machinations of great stories 
easily identifiable. Those articles that delve even further contain an 
Advanced Story Theory section.  Using the Dramatica theory of 
story as a baseline, these sections provide a deeper understanding 
of story structure.  Where possible, additional links have been 
provided. These links will be updated as needed, ensuring that the 
references within remain current and accurate.

Meaningful story structure is important. Not because it guarantees 
a script sale, but rather because we as humans have been built to 
crave meaning in our lives.  Stories provide that better 
understanding in a way we can never experience on our own.

It is my sincere hope that the writing within this book illuminates 
some aspect of story you never knew existed, perhaps even helping 
you to create something truly important and indisputably enduring.

J H
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Writing Complete Stories
Psst! Hey, buddy….wanna know the secret to Pixarʼs success?

In their first fifteen years, Pixar Animation Studios has managed to 
provide the world with ten monumentally successful films. Not only have 
they easily won their respective box office returns, these films have also 
won the hearts of audiences both young and old. Everyone loves a Pixar 
film. 

The voice talent is unique and inspired, the character design rocks 
massive appeal, and the animation fans the flames of magic first ignited 
within the classic Disney animated films of the mid 20th-century.1

But there is one ingredient that towers paramount over all of these. 

A Matter of Perspective
Most everyone who delves into the complicated world of storytelling 
eventually comes to the realization that in the end, stories are about 
solving problems. The concepts of story –character, plot, theme, and so 
on –were all developed as a means to communicate the appropriateness 
(or lack thereof) of the approach used in solving those problems. When 
done properly, an audience is provided with meaning. 

All meaning is derived from context. The idea that “one manʼs trash is 
another manʼs treasure” is based on the chasm that exists between two 
opposing contexts. I may see the world differently than you, but from my 
perspective I am right. Likewise, from where you stand the way you see 
the world is correct.  Meaning depends on the perspective we take. 

1
1 In-depth analysis of Ratatouille http://stryfntk.com/book/48
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There are four perspectives from which we can extract some meaning in 
our lives: I, You, We and They. As we go about our daily lives, we can 
easily shift perspectives from one context to the next, using whichever 
one will help us achieve our goals or make us feel better. The only thing 
we canʼt do is assume all four perspectives at once. 

In our view of ourselves, we can take the I perspective and see what it is 
like to personally have a problem. We can also see a viewpoint opposite 
from ours (the You perspective) and have a relationship with others as 
well (the We perspective). But we cannot step outside and look at 
ourselves objectively.  Itʼs an impossibility. 

Conversely when we look at others, we can view them objectively from 
the They perspective, we can have a relationship with them (the We 
perspective), and have an opposing view to theirs (the You perspective). 
But we cannot be them. We cannot simultaneously be both objective and 
subjective. 

Stories can. 

If you take the central problem in a story, you can see how that problem 
would appear different depending on what perspective was taken. The 
approach one character takes may seem an appropriate way to solve the 
storyʼs problems while completely inappropriate to another character. Itʼs 
only once we examine the central problem from all four perspectives that 
we are finally able to comprehend some truth to the matter and thus 
arrive at some greater meaning. 

This is why stories have such a profound effect on us and why 
sometimes you canʼt help but read or watch the same stories over and 
over again. Stories offer us something we cannot get in real life, 
namely - meaning. When a story covers all four perspectives at once, it 
effectively has made a complete argument that an audience will be 
powerless to ignore. Theyʼll have nothing to say because all the bases 
have been covered. 

So how does a story go about exploring these four perspectives? 
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The Four Throughlines
The four perspectives correspond with the four throughlines found in 
every successful story.  The I perspective matches up nicely with the 
Personal throughline.  From this context an audience member can feel 
what it is like to personally deal with a problem.  The You perspective 
matches up with the Opposition throughline, as in “You have a different 
way of seeing the world.” The We perspective corresponds with the 
Relationship throughline of a story and finally, the They perspective 
matches up with the Big Picture throughline. 

The Big Picture Throughline:This throughline is what most consider the 
main story, the plot, or if you prefer, the A-story line. A majority of screen-
time is spent telling this throughline (at least in American cinema). This is 
the part of the story you describe when youʼre asked, “What was the 
story about?” From here, the audience gets to see the central problem 
from a birdʼs eye objective view. 

The Personal Throughline:This throughline concerns itself with who the 
story is about. Most story experts agree that a successful story revolves 
around one central character, most often referred to as the Main 
Character. This throughline is also sometimes called the B-story line. 
From here, the audience gets to experience the central problem from a 
completely subjective personal viewpoint. 

The Opposition Throughline:This throughline provides the opposing 
viewpoint necessary to force the Main Character to deal with their own 
issues. Most accurately referred to as the Impact Character, this 
character has also been labeled the personal antagonist. From here, the 
audience gets to experience a personal viewpoint of the problem that is 
not their own. 

The Relationship Throughline:This throughline is the heart of every 
story. It concerns itself with the relationship created between the Main 
and Impact Character and whether or not that relationship is growing or 
dissolving. From here, the audience can gather some emotional meaning 
from the problem unavailable in any of the other throughlines. 
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Incomplete Stories
Incomplete stories exist when one of the throughlines is missing. When 
the Relationship Throughline is missing, you have a story without heart. 
In Monsters vs. Aliens, the Main Character Susan is left to deal with her 
personal problems on her own. Because of this, her change at the end 
seems forced and unbelievable. Main Characters need that Impact 
Character to help draw them out. Towards the beginning of the film there 
is a scene with Dr. Cockroach that seems like the beginning of a 
Relationship Throughline, but it is not followed through with. 

This missing throughline is the primary reason for the poor performance 
of this film overseas. Audiences outside of America love stories with 
heart. Donʼt give it to them, and they wonʼt show up. 

When the Personal Throughline is missing, you end up with a story that 
is cold or uninvolving. In 9, we never learn who “9” is or what emotional 
baggage he brings to the story. This is why it becomes difficult to become 
emotionally involved with the film. Storytellers must provide this gateway 
into a story less they risk an audience checking out. 

What if you leave out the Big Picture Throughline? In film, it is virtually 
impossible. Novels, not so much. The book version of Twilight suffers 
from an underdeveloped Big Picture Throughline. We know a lot about 
Bella, and Edward and their budding romance but we donʼt know 
anything about the big bad vampires until 3/4 of the way into the story. 

This is why most men will toss the book aside after twenty pages or so. 
When you leave out the Big Picture Throughline, you end up with stories 
that donʼt make sense. This is also why, in the movie version, they 
sprinkled in bits with those three baddies from the very beginning. You 
need to have a sense that a story is going to make sense if you want to 
retain male viewers. Having a Big Picture Throughline goes a long way 
towards making this happen. 

Complete stories are stories in which all four throughlines are present. 
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The Exceptions
There are occasional exceptions to the failure of incomplete stories. This 
year weʼve been treated to three entertaining movies that fell short of 
supplying us with a convincing argument. Taken had neither the 
Opposition Throughline nor a Relationship Throughline. Thatʼs OK, 
because the purpose of that film was to show Liam Neeson kicking ass 
throughout Europe, not provide audiences with some deeper meaning. 

Likewise, Inglorious Bastards from Quentin Tarantino missed the mark in 
the complete story department. The entertainment value that came from 
the uniqueness of the subject matter and some captivating performances 
superseded the audienceʼs need for some greater understanding. 

And finally, Coraline wasnʼt trying to be anything more than a beautiful 
tale.2 If youʼve seen the film you know thereʼs a scene towards the end 
that seems to come out of nowhere. Coralineʼs mother, constantly 
distracted by the pressures of her career, brings home a gift for her 
daughter. It feels like the right thing for her to do, but at the same time it 
feels awkward as she never really grew to that point. If they had 
developed the relationship between Coraline and her mother more (i.e., 
a Relationship Throughline), the story would have meant something 
more than simply beautiful character design and technically superior 
animation. 

But they didnʼt, and the box office languished because of it. 

Films suffer when a throughline is missing. Luckily, there is one studio 
who understands that. 

The Pixar Secret
As mentioned above, sure, you can get by with an incomplete story if you 
have fabulous production design, but youʼll always be doing just that: 
getting by.  Audiences crave meaning. Itʼs why they go to movies and 

5
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why they cherish the films they do.  And you donʼt have to look much 
further than Pixar Animation to find films that people cherish. 

Their secret? 

They write complete stories.

Of the ten films produced at that studio in the last fifteen years, each and 
every one has a full and complete story.  All four throughlines are present 
in each film.  In fact, the greatest of them all, Finding Nemo, actually has 
two complete stories in it! We have the father/son story that focuses on, 
well, finding Nemo, and we have the secondary story with Nemo and Gil 
in the aquarium.  The latter is less defined than the former, but it is still 
treated as a complete story. Itʼs why the film feels so “full.” 

When reviewing a Pixar film, critics overwhelmingly point out the 
abundance of heart.  This is because every single film has a meaningful 
relationship at the core.  Woody and Buzz, Bob and Helen, Sully and 
Boo, Wall-E and Eve –these are all classic heart-felt relationships that 
will be remembered by audiences for years to come.  

In addition, every film focuses on one central character from which the 
audience can experience the story. Cars has Lightning McQueen and 
Toy Story 2 has Woody.  And every film has an opposition character that 
forces the Main Character to deal with their issues.  Lightning has Doc, 
Woody has Jesse. 

The presence of these four throughlines explains why audiences 
(particularly children) can watch them over and over again.  Theyʼre 
getting something out of it that they canʼt get in real life.  Theyʼre gaining 
meaning from solving problems both objectively and subjectively.  When 
life seems pointless or confusing, these films can help supply comfort or 
greater understanding in the form of meaning. 

And thatʼs all there is to it. 
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Great Expectations
As the world of fiction grows more fragmented and people become more 
and more distracted by the meaningless, the need for complete stories 
becomes apparent.  If a writer wishes themselves to be heard and to 
have a profound effect on those who experience their story, they will 
have to provide them with a complete argument.  Anything less, and 
those long hours at the keyboard will simply become fodder for the 
refuse pile that is Tweets and YouTube clips. 

Audiences want complete stories.  Itʼs up to the authors of the 21st 
century to make it so.

This article was originally published on December 13, 2009 and can be found 
here: http://stryfntk.com/book/chapter-1

7
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2
What Character Arc Really Means
When asked to define character arc, most people think it has something 
to do with how the Main Character changes within a story. While in some 
respect this is correct, it is inaccurate to assume that this means every 
Main Character needs to undergo some major transformation. 
Understanding the difference between growth and change is essential to 
the proper implementation of character arc in a story.

Without a doubt, Main Characters need to grow. A story cannot develop 
organically if the principal characters within it do not grow and adapt to 
the shifting dramatic tides. When an act progresses from one area of 
exploration to the next, the Main Character needs to progress as well. 
Thatʼs how stories work. Therefore, it is easy to see how growth, and in 
particular the Main Characterʼs growth, is inherent in the mechanisms 
that run story. 

But when you talk about change and how the Main Character “has” to 
change, youʼre making an assumption about the nature of that growth. 
Not all growth is transformative. Sometimes a person can grow by 
maintaining their position, shoring up their resolve against whatever is 
thrown at them. This is no less meaningful than the kind of growth where 
someone changes who they are or how they see the world. 

A video montage of Main Characters who do NOT fundamentally change 
can be found on this chapterʼs corresponding page online. 

Video montage: http://stryfntk.com/book/chapter-2

When the Main Character reaches the crisis point or climax of a story 
they are faced with a very important question: are they on the right path 
or the wrong path?

9
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Some stories are about characters who realize they have been doing 
things wrong the whole time. These characters change and adopt a new 
way of seeing the world. Other stories are about characters who realize 
that the way they have been doing things is in fact the right way to 
approach their problems. These characters remain steadfast. In both 
cases, this realization that they arrive at is an extension of, or better yet, 
result of their growth. 

Now whether or not their decision turns out to be a good thing or a bad 
thing is a completely different area of discussion. The takeaway here is 
that in assuming that every Main Character has to change, you are 
effectively ignoring or discounting fifty percent of the stories out there. 
And weʼre not talking about weak stories or stories that have problems. 
Amadeus, The Silence of the Lambs, Chinatown, the list goes on and on. 
These are fantastic stories that are on the top of every Top 100 list. Non-
transformative growth can be a powerful means of expressing an 
authorʼs point-of-view. 

Again, understanding the difference between growth and change is the 
key. Not all growth requires a different mindset. As the video clearly 
shows, there is great meaning to be found in stories where a characterʼs 
“arc” requires them to stand their ground. 

This article was originally published on September 24, 2009 and can be found 
here: http://stryfntk.com/book/chapter-2
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3
A Story is an Argument
There is a significant difference between tales and stories. One can be 
thrown out and quickly disregarded because it has relatively little to stand 
on. The other offers meaning and emotional resonance that extends far 
beyond the initial viewing.

A tale is merely a statement: a linear progression from one event to the 
next culminating in one singular outcome. In contrast, a story is an 
argument: a course of logical and emotional reasoning aimed at proving 
that a particular approach is either a good one, or a bad one. Complete 
stories argue their point in such a way that they leave little for the 
audience to reject or refute. 

A tale, on the other hand, is ultimately forgotten because of the 
proliferance of exceptions that are inherent to its form. There is no 
argument being made, no discernible point to it all. 

This is why stories are superior. An argumentʼs ultimate goal, after all, is 
to tell some truth; its purpose is to relay some meaning to an audience. 
This is where the power of stories lies and is why so many Authors strive 
to produce them. 

Stories as Arguments
The following montage of movie clips seeks to prove that truly wonderful 
films are the end result of a filmmaker trying to argue a particular 
meaning. Spoiler Alerts abound for the films Fight Club and The Sixth 
Sense - if you havenʼt seen these films and still want to be surprised, 
donʼt click play and please stop reading! 
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The video of “Stories as Arguments” can be found on this chapterʼs 
corresponding page online: http://stryfntk.com/book/chapter-3

One cannot possibly come away from The Shawshank Redemption 
without the understanding that no matter the situation, there is always 
hope. It is what Stephen King and Frank Darabont were trying to 
communicate through by telling this particular story - there was intention 
behind their creation. 

Likewise, one canʼt watch Fight Club and not believe that sometimes 
anarchy and self-destruction is an effective solution to oneʼs problems. 
David Fincher certainly has a point of view about the hopeless reality of 
life and more often than not executes it brilliantly. At the other end of the 
spectrum, Walt Disneyʼs Pinocchio argues that one should simply do the 
right thing. While handled in a more obvious way than Fight Club, 
Pinocchio is no less effective; both films are about something. 

But it is in the climactic clip from The Sixth Sense that one can clearly 
see how meaningful stories work on all levels. 

The Connection Between the Personal and the External
Malcom Crowe (Bruce Willis) had been fooling himself (as many Main 
Characters do) into believing that what he saw and what he perceived as 
being reality was in fact, real. It was only by working his way through the 
story and allowing the influence of Cole into his life that he finally 
understood what was really going on. 

The truly great thing about this story was that this understanding was 
reflected not only in Malcomʼs personal throughline but also in the larger 
story about a disturbed boy and his even more disturbing visions. 

Many of the characters in the film (Malcom included) perceive Coleʼs 
outlandish actions as symptomatic of a heavily disturbed mental 
psychosis. They believe that Cole must be a victim of some sort of child 
abuse or that he is acting out because his father is gone. He couldnʼt 
possibly be seeing real ghosts. 

As it turns out, they were dead wrong. 
12
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The Real Reason Stories Exist
Their error of perception, the same that Malcom experiences personally, 
is shown to be deception, deliberate or otherwise. Overcoming this 
problem is the focus of the story, and the ultimate meaning of the film. 

When people talk about the importance of story, of creating a narrative 
that matters, what they are really looking for is some way of bringing 
meaning into the piece. Structure exists to create this meaning. This 
message, or purpose, has to be in there from the beginning of 
development. It canʼt be tacked on towards the end of the writing process 
and the specifics of it canʼt be tied to a myopic story paradigm.3

The Shawshank Redemption, Fight Club, Pinnochio –all these films were 
carefully designed with an overall purpose in mind.  Whether it was the 
benefits of hope when there is no hope or the healing power of anarchy, 
each film was trying to say something the Authors felt was very 
important.  Tales are usually the unfortunate result of an Author unsure of 
what they want to say, or confused as to how proper story structure can 
aid in their writing process. 

In regards to this last point, the arugment made in The Sixth Sense can 
be applied to writing as much as it can towards deceased ghosts who 
donʼt know theyʼre really dead.  People should look beyond what they 
see, what they perceive to be the truth about storytelling, and really dig 
down deep to the reality that exists. 

Story structure communicates the Authorʼs argument. 

Advanced Story Theory for this Article
The concept of the difference between a story and a tale is something that sits at 
the heart of the Dramatica theory of story. The first chapter of the theory book 
states in no uncertain terms that Dramatica is concerned with stories that seek to 
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be meaningful by arguing a particular point-of-view.4  Tales can attempt to be 
meaningful, but this meaning will always be left to interpretation by audiences; 
the meaning will warp and bend because of each individual audience member’s 
subjective experience. 

Complete stories, what Dramatica refers to as Grand Argument Stories, are 
designed to communicate a specific perspective regardless of who receives the 
message.5  If the givens in the story are accepted, audience members will find it 
close to impossible to argue a counterpoint.  This is because a complete story 
covers all the bases. 

The message is not left open to interpretation. 

Summary

• A tale is a statement: This happened, then this happened, and then it 
was over.  A series of events with little to no emotional resonance.

• A story, a complete story, is an argument wherein the Author tries to 
argue a certain point-of-view.

• One isnʼt inherently better than the other, though if an Author wants to 
have lasting emotional impact, they would best be served by the latter. 

This article was originally published on September 25, 2008 and can be found 
here: http://stryfntk.com/book/chapter-3
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Like what youʼve read?

To read the remaining 250+ pages, including even more on 
story structure, analysis and theory please visit:

http://storyfanatic.com/store
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