
X-Ray Writing
Developing & Rendering Characters Who Feel Real 

Using the Insights & Discoveries of Psychology & Neurobiology





Fiction meets 
neuroscience



Reading Fiction
It turns out that reading fiction helps 
you with things like job interviews and 
blind dates.

Why do you think that is?



The reason: literary fiction leads to 
improved empathy, perception, and 
emotional intelligence because it’s 
sensitive to emotional nuance and 
human complexity.

Fiction is a reality simulator for the 
mind.

Reading Fiction



Your Brain On 
Fiction
“Mirror neuron” research indicates that 
our brains process lived and read 
experiences almost identically.

“The brain, it seems, does not make 
much of a distinction between reading 
about an experience and encountering 
it in real life; in each case, the same 
neurological regions are stimulated.

—New York Times, “Your Brain on 
Fiction,” 

March 17, 2012



Writing Prompt
Characters: Jack and Jill are college seniors who are now a few weeks away from 
graduation. They’ve been dating since high school. Jack wants to get married, but 
he hasn’t told Jill. Jill does not want to get married, but she hasn’t told Jack.

Question #1: Why does Jill not want to get married?

Question #2: What are Jill’s immediate post-college plans? (In other words, what 
will marriage interfere with?) And what are Jack’s immediate plans?

Question #3: What are their respective majors?



Heuristics



The Linda Problem
Linda is a thirty-one-year-old woman 
who is single. She is considered 
outspoken and very bright. She 
majored in philosophy in college. As a 
student, she was deeply concerned 
with discrimination and social issues. 
She participated in several 
demonstrations.

Which of the following is more 
probable?

A) Linda is a bank teller

B) Linda is a bank teller and is active in the 
feminist movement



Heuristics
A set of mental maps & cognitive shortcuts that allow us to more quickly make 
sense of the world. 

● Sometimes these are benign: common sense, rules of thumb, educated 
guesses

● Sometimes less benign: stereotypes, racial profiles, “escalation of 
commitment”



Back to that Writing Prompt
Characters: Jack and Jill are college seniors who are now a few weeks away from 
graduation. They’ve been dating since high school. Jack wants to get married, but 
he hasn’t told Jill. Jill does not want to get married, but she hasn’t told Jack.

Question #1: Why does Jill not want to get married?
She wants to see the world & have adventures; he wants to settle down.

Question #2: What are their immediate post-college plans?
She’s going to tour Europe; he’s got a job lined up.

Question #3: What are their respective majors?
She’s in the arts; he’s in business (probably accounting).



The Neurobiology of Empathy
When we are having a social 
interaction in real life (like a job 
interview, or a blind date), all sorts 
of neurobiological processes are 
firing.

Your brain treats people as a 
mystery to solve. We are built for 
this.



An Example
Jill was your typical free-spirit: an artist who stayed out late most nights and 

attended all the parties and valued, above all, having new and interesting 
experiences.

Her boyfriend Jack was the opposite: a businessman who wore the same 
khaki-and-blue-blazer combo every day. 

They had been dating since high school. But now, four years later, as 
graduation approached, Jill found herself feeling uneasy. She longed to backpack 
across Europe and visit all the world’s great museums. But Jack wanted to settle 
down, get married, maybe get a puppy, maybe have kids. 

The summer was only a few weeks away. She’d need to make up her mind 
soon.



Another Example
Let’s say you have a character who’s going on a date with a guy she met online. 
The guy turns out to be really spontaneous & unpredictable & funny & maybe even 
a little dangerous. He goes skydiving on weekends and gambles on illegal 
cockfights.

Question: What do you think this man does for a living?

 



Real 
Characters 

Resist 
Typecasting

Some of literature’s most memorable 
characters resist the available 

heuristics that attempt to explain them

Jay Gatsby’s persona as a confident 
millionaire playboy is undermined by 
his helpless pursuit of Daisy.

The narrator of Fight Club is a 
risk-assessment corporate 
accountant who likes to get beaten 
up in his spare time.

Emma Bovary is a helpless romantic 
who also cheats on her husband & 
ignores her children.



What Does Your Brain Need To Do?
Compare that with the beginning 
of Philip Roth’s American Pastoral.



Before a reader can 
become familiar 
with a character, 
the character must 
first be unfamiliar.



Introspection



The Poster Test
Group 1: Several students are brought into a room and shown a series of posters. 
The students are then told they can take any poster they want.

Group 2: Several students are brought into a room and shown a series of posters. 
The students are then told they can take any poster they want, but they have to 
explain, in writing, why they wanted the poster they chose.

Question: Which group do you think was happier with their posters?



Which can you better explain?



An Example
On their first wedding anniversary, Jane gave John a briefcase, inside of which were tickets to Paris. It was the most 

spontaneous and romantic thing she’d ever done. But on their tenth wedding anniversary, Jane baked him a meatloaf. Her 
spontaneity was, by now, long gone. And John was eating the meatloaf in the living room, where they were both watching 
TV—this is what they did most evenings nowadays, watch TV—and he finished chewing, put his fork down on the plate, 
turned to Jane, and said, “I want a divorce.”

She looked at him, stunned. “Why?” she said.

“Our marriage is boring. Our life is boring. I want something new.”

“I can’t believe you’d say that!” Jane exclaimed, suddenly standing up. “We’ve been together ten years! We have a 
house! Two cars! Little Timmy is starting kindergarten! You can’t just leave!”

Tears were already flowing down her face. There was a time when this would make John feel bad, but now he just 
looked at the floor, unsympathetic to her crying. “My mind's made up,” he said.



Characters acting irrationally
On their first wedding anniversary, Jane gave John a briefcase, inside of which were tickets to Paris. It became their 

tradition: every year, a new adventure. On their tenth anniversary, it was Belize. They spent a week in the jungle, where they 
awoke each morning to the calls of howler monkeys and spelunked in caves and zip-lined over the treetops and hiked 
through Mayan ruins on the Guatemalan border. And at the end of the week, they treated themselves to a luxury hotel on the 
beach, and they were sitting in their hot-tub on their private deck looking out at the blue-green majesty of the Caribbean Sea, 
drinking a bottle of very good and very expensive champagne, and John felt, weirdly, unsatisfied. 

He looked at his wife. “Are you having a good time?” he said. 
“Of course I am,” she said. “Are you?”
He nodded because he could not explain why his emotions felt so out of joint. Hadn’t they just spent an amazing and 

envious week together? Yes, they had. But he couldn’t shake this one troubling thought: all the rainforest tours, the caves, 
the zipline, it all seemed so self-conscious. Like they weren’t having an authentic adventure but rather going through the 
motions to prove to themselves that they were still adventurous. Was it possible that spontaneity itself could become 
unspontaneous? 

“I’ll bet you already know where you want to go next year,” John said.
She smiled. “Who says I won’t have left you by next year?” Then she laughed. A little joke, clearly. 
But that night John found himself thinking of nothing but this joke. Could she really leave him? He looked at her 

sleeping next to him, and wondered what secrets she was keeping, what desires she hadn’t told him, what plans she had 
hatched and abandoned in private. He couldn’t explain why, but it was the most attracted he’d been to her in years. 



The Introspection Illusion
You believe you understand why you like the 
things you like & why you feel the things you feel.

In reality, the origins of certain emotional states are 
unavailable to you, and when pressed to explain 
them, you will usually make something up.



Priming
Our behavior can be biased by 
unconscious triggers, even though 
we believe we made a decision 
logically



Confabulation
We are often ignorant of our 
motivations and create fictional 
narratives to explain our decisions, 
emotions, and history, without even 
realizing it.



Self-Serving 
Bias

We do not evaluate ourselves 
objectively based on past successes 
and failures. Instead, we tend to 
excuse our failures and see 
ourselves as more successful, more 
intelligent, and more skilled than we 
are.



The Dunning-
Kruger Effect

We don’t know how bad we are at 
something, because the knowledge 
needed to know we’re bad is the 
same as the knowledge that would 
make us good.



Self-
Handicapping

We believe we strive for success in 
all we do, but actually we often 
create conditions for failure ahead 
of time to protect our egos.



Real 
Characters 

Lack Perfect 
Insight

Some of literature’s most memorable 
characters believe something about 

themselves that perhaps isn’t 
objectively true.

Jay Gatsby believes he’s a good 
guy, even though he’s carrying out 
an enormous fraud.

The narrator of Fight Club literally 
has two personalities.

Emma Bovary thinks she’s right to 
fall into an affair, blaming her 
husband and children for making 
her life so bland.



People are not 
robots, and do not 
act rationally. 

Embrace the mess.



Back again to that Writing Prompt
Characters: Jack and Jill are college seniors who are now a few weeks away from 
graduation. They’ve been dating since high school. Jack wants to get married, but 
he hasn’t told Jill. Jill does not want to get married, but she hasn’t told Jack.

Question #1: Why does Jill not want to get married?
She wants to see the world & have adventures; he wants to settle down.

Question #2: What are their immediate post-college plans?
She’s going to tour Europe; he’s got a job lined up.

Question #3: What are their respective majors?
She’s in the arts; he’s in business (probably accounting).



New Writing Prompt
Characters: Jack and Jill are college seniors who are now a few weeks away from 
graduation. They’ve been dating since high school. Jack wants to get married, but 
he hasn’t told Jill. Jill does not want to get married, but she hasn’t told Jack.

Question #1: Why does Jill not want to get married?
(The answer she tells herself should be different from the truth.)

Question #2: What are their immediate post-college plans?
(They should do what they think is expected of them, not what they want.)

Question #3: What are their respective majors?
(They should be covering up for some perceived weakness.)


