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LESSON SEVEN: Who’s That Kicking My Butt? 

 
In spite of the edge-of-the-seat action, in spite of the magnificent setting, in spite of the spectacular way 
in which the writer wields her words…what makes any kick-butt action novel work is the character. 
What makes any commercial genre fiction novel work is the character, so we’re not discovering anything 
new here. 
 
Though when we write the action character, there are a few areas where we must pay particular 
attention. 
 
I want to start with some overall information on characters. I very much like how author CJ Cherryh 
defines the “reasonable expectations of a novel” and in so doing, teaches us a lot about characters (with 
things that are doubly applicable to action characters): 
 

What are the reasonable 'dramatic expectations of a novel'? 
 
1) The central character is supposed to be responsible for things. 
 
2) The central character has to act and cause things to happen, even if the results aren't ideal. 
 
3) Anticipated consequences have to really happen, and have to be dealt with...no 'it was all a 
dream.' And beware of magical fixes. 
 
4) No backing away or relating things from second-hand or remote vantages. 
 
5) Create anticipation, and remember terror is one form of anticipation. It's why otherwise 
rational people wrap birthday presents for people they love, and pay to read horror novels. 
 
6) The character should meet opposition or reversal of some kind and should exit with some 
lasting consequences that aren't positive, some cost---and some gain. Tragic nobility, like 
Oedipus, who thought he was right all along, who confronts truth and pays the price he was 
ready to demand of others for his rigid moral code...the character is caught in his own rigid 
demands for truth and justice and must accept what he's demanded for others. Hence the 
dramatic tension. Hence the emotional payoff, and the lingering admiration for the integrity of 
the character, along with shock at the character's intense, self-destructive and atoning 
acceptance of his own law. 
 
7) No miracles. The character who fails, the 'morally weak' character, the character who must 
confront...but refuses, will not cope, will not bear up, will find a weasel way out or a miracle way 
out rather than face the consequences and who had rather buy moral authority the cheap way 
or have it granted by a god on a rope, rather than hammering it out the hard way...that's a 
villain, or a foil for the hero. When it occurs in a hero at the end of the book, it's frustration for 
the reader, and prompts me to remember an author I won't buy again. The central character in 
an adult novel must solve the problem, never, never, never have it solved for him by someone 
else. A central character must never be generally absent or non-participant in the dramatic 
sort-out. Sounds silly to have to say, but it is true. 
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Well, those are 7 rules by which to create a book and 7 rules by which a reader may reasonably 
judge a book. They can be bent, but only by a master hand...and rarely even then. 
 
[Excerpted from: Strong Characters versus Weak Character, by C.J. Cherryh  
© 1996 by C.J. Cherryh] 

 
In case you missed them, I want to go over the key points that specially relate to the action genre: 
 

1) The central character is supposed to be responsible for things. 
2) The central character has to act and cause things to happen, even if the results aren't ideal. 

 
This means your main POV character should be more PROACTIVE than reactive.  She must make 
decisions, she must act on those decisions, she must bear the onus of those decisions and actions. In the 
action novel, the POV protagonists do not sit and wait for someone to rescue them or for some other 
character to decide on the actions.  
 
And especially: 
The central character in an adult novel must solve the problem, never, never, never have it solved for 
him by someone else. 
 
A lot of us—myself included—grew up on the old gothic romances, the old regencies, or any of the old 
male-centric novels in which the female character’s main job was to sigh and faint. A lot.  
 
We’ve come a long way, baby. 
 
But keep in mind what I’ve also been saying about LOGIC. What your central character can do, what he 
or she has as talents, must be logical to the character’s physical size, his or her age, weight, education, 
belief systems, culture, and so on. Super heroes belong on the pages of comic books (unless you’re 
writing in the super hero genre.) If you have your character gouging the villain’s eye out in a scene, or 
breaking the bad guy’s kneecap, you’d dang well better have already established that this character has 
the background and training to do so effectively. The average bespectacled librarian character (of any 
gender) doesn’t come equipped with that ability. Anger or fear alone does not permit the character to 
automatically channel Arnold Schwarzenegger.  
 
TIP: Action characterization fails when the hero doesn’t act proactively. 
TIP: Action characterization also fails when the hero exhibits unrealistic abilities. 
 
Fighting (if that’s an action your MC engages in) is not as easy as it looks on television. Neither is 
shooting a gun or swinging a sword. Or punching someone or gouging someone’s eye out. Fighting 
HURTS. If you’ve ever banged your shin on the open dishwasher door (my favorite stupid thing to do), 
you can imagine how much worse it is to get hit in the back of the head with a bottle. Or a barstool.  
 
Conversely, bullets don’t automatically kill someone. In fact, bullets very often don’t even stop 
someone. A lot depends on the caliber of the bullet, the size of the gun, how far apart the shooter and 
the victim are, and how drunk or doped up the victim is. (We’ll get into researching action and violence 
in an upcoming lecture so hold your questions on that for now unless it relates to characterization.) 
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Even Tasers don’t always do the expected job. If you want to see what that’s like, watch a couple 
episodes of COPS (which is fairly accurate to what it’s like to be in law enforcement). You can find full 
episodes or segments on YouTube or here: http://www.cops.com/ 
 
Forget the DIE HARD movies or any scripted show. COPS and similar reality law enforcement shows (THE 
FIRST 48, etc.) will give you a somewhat decent feel for action as it really happens. (Keeping in mind that 
even there, a lot is ‘cleaned up.’)  
 
When you watch these episodes, get a feel for the exertion, the pain, the stumbling that goes on in a 
real altercation or running chase scene. Running over uneven ground wearing twenty+ pounds of gear is 
NOT easy. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Police_duty_belt 
 
Maybe your character isn’t a cop. Maybe she’s a mother carrying a child or a newspaper reporter 
negotiating back alleys on assignment.  The point is, your character should not be Superman (unless his 
real name is Clark Kent), and you need to take into consideration who and what your character is when 
you put him through his paces. 
  
Why? It goes to two things: likeability and believability. 
 
Remember: Readers will automatically identify with and root for your main POV protagonists. And 
nothing drops a reader out of the joy of reading and rooting as quickly as a violation of the suspension of 
disbelief. 
 
Which brings me to… 
 
* Beware of Mary Sue (or Marty Stu) Characters 
 
I first heard about “Mary Sue” when I wrote Star Trek fan fic eons ago. I’m guessing the Mary Sue 
character grew out of fan fic.  
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MarySue 
 
Essentially, she (or he) is the author’s alter-ego. The writer’s dream character who is also himself. Mary 
Sue is perfect, solves all the problems, other character love her or lust after her (depending on gender 
and sexual preference): 
 

The prototypical Mary Sue is an original female character in a fanfic who obviously serves as an 
idealized version of the author mainly for the purpose of Wish Fulfillment. She's exotically 
beautiful, often having an unusual hair or eye color, and has a similarly cool and exotic name. 
She's exceptionally talented in an implausibly wide variety of areas, and may possess skills that 
are rare or nonexistent in the canon setting. She also lacks any realistic, or at least story-
relevant, character flaws — either that or her "flaws" are obviously meant to be endearing. 
 
She has an unusual and dramatic Back Story. The canon protagonists are all overwhelmed with 
admiration for her beauty, wit, courage and other virtues, and are quick to adopt her into 
their nakama, even characters who are usually antisocial and untrusting; if any 
character doesn't love her, that character gets an extremely unsympathetic portrayal. She has 
some sort of especially close relationship to the author's favorite canon character — their love 
interest, illegitimate child, never-before-mentioned sister, etc. Other than that, the canon 
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characters are quickly reduced to awestruck cheerleaders, watching from the sidelines as Mary 
Sue outstrips them in their areas of expertise and solves problems that have stymied them for 
the entire series.  
http://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MarySue 

 
 
The risks of writing a Mary Sue/Marty Stu character are huge in the action-adventure genre because of 
the ‘larger than life’ aspect so prevalent in the stories. There’s often a desire to make the protagonist 
do-all, solve-all, and far too quickly, partly because it feels good and it’s so much fun. 
 
You need to be really really careful about falling into this trap. You may not even realize you’ve done it 
but believe me, editors and agents (and contest judges, of which I am one) can see an M.S. character a 
mile away. (And the reverse is true of antagonists. Beware of making your villains pure—comical—evil.) 
 
“But don’t all writers put something of themselves into their characters?” you wail.  
 
Yeppers, absolutely. But there’s a difference between putting something of yourself into a character and 
creating a character that is the answer to your personal Wish Fulfillment fantasy. You might not even 
know you’ve done it, and it will take a very brave and honest crit partner to tell you that you have.  
 
So how do we write interesting, strong, kick-butt action characters that aren’t Mary Sues? Here’s a 
checklist of ideas that I use when creating my characters, drawn from advice I’ve read or received from 
various top authors in the field. In no particular order: 
 
**It is worth noting here that the 'moral virtues' of a character are often the 'moral weaknesses' of the 
character: thus, independence in its bad application can become self-centeredness; pride can become 
arrogance; love can become controlling obsession. Such polar swings from 'moral strength' to 'moral 
weakness' can be interesting character development, and are readily available without having to install 
some totally unrelated flaw. Two traits for the price of one.  (CJ Cherryh) 
 
**Find three things your character would never do. Have him do at least one. (Donald Maass) 
 
** TO CREATE A FASCINATING CHARACTER, HAVE HIM/HER ATTEMPT TO ATTAIN: 
1 – The impossible 
2 – The unattainable 
3 – The forbidden 
4 – The disastrous (Dwight V Swain) 
 
** The biggest reason that a focal character exists is to evoke feelings 
 
Why? Because your reader needs someone on whom to pass judgment. It works this way: Sneering, our 
focal character pours a glass of beer over the head of the saloon’s crippled swamper, a harmless, 
helpless, half-bright type. 
 
Instantly, without volition, your reader bristles with feelings of hostility and outrage. 
 
Or again: a murderous bully threatens our unnamed focal character with instant death unless he pours 
the beer over the swamper. Instead, the focal character throws the beer into the bully's face. 
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Like magic, your reader's heart hammers with a different kind of feeling. Excitement races through him 
and he reads on eagerly, thrilling to the stiff-necked courage laid out before him on the page. 
Unconsciously --- perhaps in spite of himself --- he passes judgment on the focal character. 
 
Why does your reader judge the focal character? 
 
Because he can't help doing it; can't restrain himself. Convictions, feelings, are part of him --- his most 
inner being. When he bumps into the right stimulus, they come boiling forth, reaffirming their own 
existence in heightened tension and speeded pulse… 
 
Without some character of whom he can approve or disapprove, in varying degree, your reader will have 
no stimulus to feeling. 
 
Without feeling, you won't care what happens in your story. 
 
If he doesn't care, he stops reading. 
 
And you're dead. 
 
(Dwight V Swain, TECHNIQUES OF THE SELLING WRITER, Univ. of Oklahoma Press.) 

 
 
 
HOMEWORK: 
Given the tips and ideas in this lesson, do you see a way to improve your action story’s protagonist or 
antagonist, make him or her more realistic to the level of action? Tell us (briefly) in the Homework 
Lesson Seven section what you’re now going to change or improve, how your character is going to be 
more proactive and/or responsible for the action, and/or what one thing that he would NEVER do 
before…that he’s now going to do.  
 
Questions or comments?  Post ‘em here. 
 
Go play! 
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