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INTRODUCTION

A lot of people have called the Divergent trilogy “the next Hunger Games.” It’s a fair comparison in some ways: they’re both science-fiction dystopias with prickly, complex heroines. They’ve both left millions of readers thinking about them long after reading their final pages (even if—or maybe in part because—their endings were a little controversial). And, like many other dystopias, they both wrestle with the idea of control and how we resist it.

But where the Hunger Games engages with control on a societal level, the Divergent trilogy is more focused on the personal. Where the Hunger Games tells a story about rebellion and social change as much as it does about its protagonist’s efforts to subvert others’ use of her, Divergent is interested in a different kind of freedom—from exploitation, yes, but also from the labels society puts on us and the subtle pressures of others’ expectations. From our individual fears and from our personal histories. These things may shape us, the Divergent trilogy says, but they do not control us.

Allegiant introduces us to two different, though interrelated, agents of control. First, there’s the Bureau of Genetic Welfare, the organization that designed Tris’ city hundreds of years ago as an experiment, constantly monitors its goings-on, and steps in (either directly, by wiping memories, or American imperialist–style, by supplying weapons to the side they like best) whenever that experiment’s integrity is threatened. Second, there’s genetic damage, which—the Bureau claims—controls one’s nature so thoroughly that the kindest thing to do for a GD is take away her identity and sequester her in a community where she can be more effectively controlled. (After all, look at the way they live outside those communities, in the fringe!)

At first, Allegiant’s focus on the Bureau and genetics makes the book feel like a strange departure from the earlier parts of Tris’ story. But it eventually becomes clear that this new world, the one outside the city, is just another version of the one we came to know in Divergent and Insurgent, that microcosm writ large—a more familiar mirror, a world one step closer to our own, in which the trilogy’s earlier themes are reflected. We’ve seen the unfeeling, arrogant scientists before, in Jeanine and the Erudite, who use their serums and superior knowledge to manipulate and control (in the case of the Dauntless, quite literally). We’ve seen, in the factions, the idea that there is something innate that determines the course of your life—an inborn quality you can test for, that tells you who you should associate with and what jobs you can do.

In both worlds, Tris proves herself to be a hero. And in both worlds, she does so in a way that shows that heroism is a choice you make, not something you’re born with.

In the context of the trilogy’s first two books, Tris is our hero because she is Divergent—because she is aware during simulations, but even more important, because she cannot be contained by any one of her city’s labels . . . even if she must pretend to be. Her Divergence puts her in danger, but it also means she has a choice: both at the Choosing Ceremony and in every moment after.

The thing is, though, everyone in her city has a choice—at least in theory. That’s why it’s called a Choosing Ceremony. Caught between the desire to choose Dauntless and the expectation she will choose Abnegation, Tris defies her upbringing and chooses to be brave. But every one of her fellow sixteen-year-olds has the option to choose as well, not according to social pressure and not according to their test results, but according to their own values—according to who they want to be rather than who their family and history has made them. We know Tris’ father made his choice this way when he left Erudite for Abnegation. It could be argued Tobias does, too, despite his claim to have chosen Dauntless out of cowardice. Neither of them is Divergent. (Nor are the other transfers in Tris’ Dauntless initiate class, for that matter.) And both are successful as transfers. Tobias finishes first in his initiate class; Tris’ father is a well-regarded councilman. Their successes are just two of many, many examples in the Divergent trilogy that, even if they are “genetically damaged,” human beings have the ability to learn and to grow. Ultimately, we are the ones in control of what and who we become.

Other people, whether our parents, our factions, our government, or the tests they design and administer, can try to influence us. They can tell us what they think we should believe, and who they think we should be. They can try to teach and guide us. But what we learn from them—what we do with the information we receive from them about the world and its truths—is up to us. Bureau director David gives Tris her mother’s journal, no doubt thinking it will lead Tris to believe in the Bureau’s cause. She brings the Bureau down instead. Edith Prior’s video was supposed to encourage the city to protect the Divergent and treat them as special, but it only ends up leading Jeanine and her predecessor Norton to kill them.

I’d suggest that, by the end of Allegiant, Divergence comes to mean more than just awareness within simulations or having an aptitude for more than one faction. It also suggests awareness, in the real world, of our ability to choose, no matter what our genes say. Of our ability to become, as Tobias says in Divergent, “brave, and selfless, and smart, and kind, and honest.” Of our ability to think and act independent of influence, whether that influence comes in a serum or from the ones we love.

What does all this contemplation of control and awareness have to do with the book you’re holding?

The Divergent trilogy, like any book, is an invitation. It’s an invitation to think, and to feel, and to experience. But while a book offers us a story to respond to, it can’t control what that response is any more than a video or a “damaged”gene can. Because the way you read a book—the way you react to events and characters, the conclusions you draw—depends on you: your history, your interests, your values.

The Divergent trilogy provides a wealth of ideas for readers to respond to. Divergent Thinking collects the responses of more than a dozen of those readers, all of whom also happen to be YA writers themselves. Each came to Tris’ story with his or her own influences and experiences, and each came away with—and shares here—something different.

The same faction system led Rosemary Clement-Moore to think about why we enjoy stories that sort us into categories, Jennifer Lynn Barnes to think of a particular way psychologists classify personality, and Julia Karr to think about the inherent dangers a system like the one in the Divergent trilogy presents.

Blythe Woolston came away from the books thinking about fear, while Elizabeth Norris thought about bravery.

Maria V. Snyder and her sixteen-year-old daughter Jenna couldn’t read about the Choosing Ceremony without thinking of Jenna’s own upcoming choice: of colleges.

The trilogy’s setting led Chicago-resident V. Arrow to wonder how the series’ landmarks would map onto her city’s real ones.

There are plenty more ways to look at the Divergent trilogy than the ones you’ll read here—as many as there are people who’ve read it, I suspect. Still, reading what this particular set of readers saw in the trilogy made my experience of the books significantly richer. It made me a little more aware of what the Divergent trilogy had to offer, and led me to engage both with the story and my own world in new ways.

In fact, you could say that reading these essays made my reading of the trilogy a little more, well, divergent.

Leah Wilson
December 2013
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       You can’t talk about the Divergent trilogy without talking about the faction system (and don’t worry, we’ll be talking about the faction system plenty). The tension between factions—in particular, Erudite and Abnegation—is the chief source of conflict in Divergent, and that tension is only compounded by the introduction, in Insurgent, of the factionless as a united, antifaction force. In Allegiant’s biggest reveal, we discover that the philosophies on which the factions were built are integral to the reason Tris’ city even exists.

           So that’s where we start this collection: with Abnegation, Amity, Candor, Dauntless, and Erudite, and with Rosemary Clement-Moore’s consideration of our human obsession with sorting ourselves and others, both in history and in literature.


FROM FACTIONS TO FIRE SIGNS

Personality Types and the Elements of Heroism

ROSEMARY CLEMENT-MOORE

What’s your sign?

It’s a pickup line so old that dinosaurs used it to hook up down at the Tar Pit Lounge.

Back in the day, in the time between matchmakers and Match.com, people had to go places in person when they wanted to meet a potential date. One had to actually start a conversation. Verbally. Face-to-face. It’s a feat that the bravest Dauntless might find paralyzing.

Asking someone’s astrological sign as a conversational opener would be a great time-saver, relationship-wise, if the date of your birth were any kind of reliable predictor of personality or compatibility. Instead, it really says more about the asker: Ironic hipster? Geriatric pickup artist in a retirement community? Time traveler from the 1970s?

(If you’re wondering, I am a Capricorn. According to astrologists, this means I’m industrious, hardworking, ambitious, pragmatic, and tend to be conventional and possibly egotistical. In reality, I am all about “work smarter, not harder,” I write fantasy novels, and, at the moment, my hair is dyed blue.)

Even people who don’t check their horoscope daily sometimes use zodiac signs as a sort of psychological shorthand to describe people—including themselves. Back in college, my BFF (science major, D&D player, fellow Capricorn) explained why two of our social circle couldn’t get along: “They’re both Leos. It’s their way or the highway.” (My BFF likes to classify things. Of course she does. She’s a scientist, which is a classification in itself.)

As far as our oil-and-water friends were concerned, it was certainly true that each of them liked things the way she liked them. And both were born under the Leo sign. Coincidence? Almost definitely.

The difference between being born in a faction or born under a zodiac sign is that while you can’t choose your birthdate, you can choose your faction. Or at least you can pick from a limited range of options. Even if you’re secretly Divergent, you still have only five choices—six, if you count factionless, which is viewed as a fate worse than death. So, basically, you can be Candor, Amity, Abnegation, Erudite, Dauntless, or screwed.

Dystopian literature is full of worlds where the roles are assigned, rigid, and nonnegotiable. In one of the earliest examples, Brave New World, before people are even born they are sorted into Alphas, Betas, Gammas, Deltas, and Epsilons, and assigned jobs like bees in a hive. In Ally Condie’s Matched trilogy, teens have everything from their job to their diet to their future spouse picked for them by complicated statistical algorithms. In the Hunger Games trilogy, the twelve (known) districts of Panem are geographical divisions, but their industry and economy affect both the abilities and attitudes of the tributes, so that saying you’d be from District 1 means something radically different than claiming District 12 as your own.

Why do we like books that sort people? When it comes to dystopian series like Divergent, there are multiple answers. One, when you divide people up into factions, districts, ideologies, etc., it’s pretty easy to keep them arguing with each other instead of noticing you’re taking over the world. Two, as readers, we learn vicariously that the ability to choose for yourself what your role will be, whom you will love, and whom you will (or won’t) fight is worth overthrowing the powers that be. And three, stories about enterprising heroes who take down totalitarian regimes make satisfying reading, and often very exciting movies.

But even benign fantasy worlds have their own kind of sorting. J. R. R. Tolkien has Hobbits and Rangers, Elves and Dwarves. And that’s just the good guys. J. K. Rowling’s world has the four houses of Hogwarts, and Anne McCaffrey’s Pern has Holders and Crafters and Dragonriders. World of Warcraft has Horde and Alliance; Dungeons & Dragons has Lawful and Chaotic versions of Good, Evil, and Neutral.

We like to imagine where we would fit into these worlds. We take online quizzes to sort ourselves into Gryffindor or Slytherin or Ravenclaw (does anyone really want to be Hufflepuff?1). In conjunction with the Catching Fire movie, Fandango.com had a “Which District Are You?” quiz. We choose Horde or Alliance. We create characters that are paladins, thieves, mages, and rogues, and confined to the spells/abilities of their class.

As readers, movie watchers, gamers—let’s say, consumers of story media—we enjoy sorting ourselves based on where our sympathies lie, which character captures our emotions, or what type of fantasy world we would want to live in. Even if you wouldn’t be a Chaotic Evil Horde Orc in real life, there’s a certain charge that comes from declaring yourself the type of person who enjoys playing one.2

So what’s up with that? An Evil Overlord slapping a label on you is bad, but it’s okay to do it to yourself?

Yes and no. Freedom of choice is something worth fighting for. So is knowing who you are, and not being afraid to declare it. But to accomplish our goals, declaring a faction should set our course, not our limits. The Divergent series shows both the power of choice and the cautionary example of being restricted to just one thing.

THE REAL WORLD

Sorting is simply something that we humans like to do. We appreciate having a quick handle by which to grasp the people in our lives. We want to know generally what to expect from someone. For those of us who like to analyze things, we like to, well, analyze people and figure out what makes them do the things they do.

The term psychiatry wasn’t coined until 1808, but people have been theorizing different ways to sort—and through sorting, better understand—people since there have been people to sort. What we think of as astrology (the zodiac signs, etc.) began back in the B.C. days with the ancient Babylonian astronomers who mapped the seasonal movement of the stars. To their charts the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans added the idea that personality traits were tied to the stars under which you were born. A guy named Ptolemy wrote it all down in the second century A.D., and Western astrology hasn’t changed much since. The Chinese zodiac (year of the Ox, year of the Dragon, etc.) has been around as long or longer. In India, starting about 100 B.C, the Hindu practice of Ayurveda saw mental and physical health as dependent on keeping five different elements in balance.3 It sorted people into types based on which of those elements predominated. This idea has a parallel in early Western medicine in the form of the four classical “humors”—substances in the body that, when not in balance, would lead to mental and physical illness.4 Excesses of these humors were connected to specific personality types. For example, too much black bile made you a melancholy person—very detail and task oriented, but hard to please, with a tendency toward depression. Too much blood made you sanguine—good-natured, passionate, and charismatic, but also impulsive and kind of flighty.

A lot of study has gone into the human psyche since those first ancient astrologers assigned traits to people born under the sign of Capricorn or in the year of the Rabbit. Now we know about genetics and environment and brain chemistry and operant conditioning. But people are still people, and philosophers and scientists remain fascinated by what makes us behave the way we do, in all our variety. (Why do they want to know why we do the things we do? Because they’re scientists and philosophers, of course. That’s what their sort does.)

We don’t just sort other people, of course. We also sort ourselves. In our modern world, we start picking factions about the same age Tris picks hers, only we don’t call them Dauntless and Erudite and Abnegation. We call them band geeks and nerds and preps and jocks. Or at least, that’s what we called them when I was in school. The terminology may have changed, but the sorting has not. The trials of initiation and indoctrination for these groups can be as grueling as anything Tris has to face at Dauntless, and the penalty for failure to fit in can be just as brutal.

Of course, the difference (and it’s an important one) is that we don’t have to stay factionless. We are allowed to change and evolve and to fall off the train then get up and find a new faction. (Or knit our broken bones and try again to be Dauntless.)

SORTS OF SORTING

Maybe the fact that we’re not locked into our choices makes sorting more appealing. Who hasn’t taken online personality tests, or sorted themselves (or their friends) into Hogwarts houses? Do you know which faction you would choose? Of course you do.

At Hogwarts, I would be a Gryffindor, though that might just be because I know what answers to tick on the online quiz. In Divergent’s world I would choose Amity, no question. I’m too much of a wimp to be Dauntless, too selfish to be Abnegation, and too nice to be Candor. I was a science major in college (What’s your major? is the college version of What’s your sign?), so I could easily choose Erudite . . . except that they seem like such arrogant jerks. And that’s before they used the Dauntless as their mind-controlled soldiers.

I know who my Star Wars twin is, which captain of the Enterprise I’m most like, and with which incarnation of Doctor Who I would most enjoy traveling.5 I also know my friends’ answers because they post them on Tumblr. Sorting allows us to declare who we are, and if we’re not quite sure yet, turning the lens inward can give us insight into that question.

In real (that is, non-Doctor-Who-related) psychological terms, I am an Introverted Intuitive type, according to Carl Jung. My highest ratings on the Holland Career Code are Creative, Investigation, and Organization. When I take a test based on the Myers-Briggs Type Indicators, I bounce between an INFJ and an INTP, depending on how I’m feeling that day.

The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator is probably the most popular of these, to the point of being trendy. The MBTI is a matrix of four traits with two options: Extrovert/Introvert, iNtution/Sensing, Thinking/Feeling, Judging/Perceiving.6 Four traits squared means sixteen possible combinations of these type indicators, which gives you sixteen personality types.

The internet has taken the Myers-Briggs types and run with them. You can find self-tests of every variety, and examples of the sixteen personality types as animals, famous people, Star Wars characters, Star Trek characters, anime characters, Harry Potter characters . . . This latest pop psychology oversimplification has basically turned the MBTI into the new zodiac.7

What you begin to notice, once you’ve done a lot of this kind of thing, is that the “sorts” have much in common. There aren’t many one-to-one correlations, but there is a definite tendency for types to fall into groups that you can map onto each other. It’s like human nature can be divided into only so many building blocks, and our psychological variety comes from how you stack them.

IT’S ELEMENTAL

At Tris’ Choosing Ceremony are five bowls, each holding an element that represents a faction’s core philosophy—Stone (Abnegation), Earth (Amity), Glass (Candor), Coals/Fire(Dauntless), and Water (Erudite). In a dramatic declaration of intent, each future initiate cuts his or her hand and literally adds his or her blood to their new family.

Natural elements have been used by philosophers as part of sorting systems for ages—the Classical Age, the Renaissance, the New Age . . . The idea is that certain elements have certain properties, which are reflected in certain personality types. Long before the Myers-Briggs personality types were being compared to animals, melancholy people were classified as “Earth” and sanguine daredevils were “Fire.”

Different cultures have used different elements, but what’s interesting is how much overlap there is between them. The four classical (Western) elements are Earth, Air, Water, and Fire, with a fifth, Aether, sometimes included as the perfect sum of the others. The five Chinese elements (Earth, Water, Fire, Metal, and Wood) may be different, but the personality traits fall into similar clusters. More to the point, the factions in Divergent line up reasonably well, too—especially when compared to Eastern philosophy.

       Earth

       In Chinese philosophy (as in Western philosophy), earth types are steadfast and dependable. They have a strong sense of duty and they make good administrators. They trust their own senses and they like concrete evidence they can put their hands on. Even though Abnegation uses stone to represent their faction in the Choosing Ceremony and Amity uses earth, Abnegation definitely fits the earth type when it comes to the classical elements—rock steady, dependable, selfless. And stone is, after all, part of the earth.

           Earth types can sometimes become stagnant rather than just steady, or dull more than dependable. Taken to the extreme, Abnegation can come off as joyless and colorless—as “stiff” as their nickname implies. On the other hand, the faction’s capacity for self-sacrifice for the greater good—like the sacrifices made by many Abnegation leaders, including Tris’ parents, to protect the Edith Prior video—shows the strength of this “grounded” element.

       Fire

       In Chinese astrology, fire types are all about adventure and excitement. Fire is confident, often competitive. (The Western concept of this elemental type emphasizes creativity and innovation, but there’s a similar feeling of “action” to this type.)

           Dauntless is the obvious faction match here—since they use fire as their elemental symbol, it’s sort of a no-brainer. Plus, a form of confidence—courage—is Dauntless’ core value. There’s also an impulsiveness associated with fire types, and as Tris’ interactions with the other initiates make pretty clear, the Dauntless always seem to be spoiling for a fight.

           Most of all, Dauntless exhibits the two-sided nature of this element. Fire can keep you alive or it can kill you. Dauntless’ initiation and training are physically dangerous, brutal even, with fire’s potential to injure or destroy. Like fire, fear must be controlled, but ignoring fear so totally that you no longer exercise reasonable caution can burn you. In other words, the flip side of courage is recklessness. Even the philosophical division within the faction over whether courage means an absence of fear or overcoming it illustrates the dual nature of the fire type.

       Metal

       Metal is a Chinese elemental sign without a Western equivalent. Those of this type are tenacious and self-reliant, self-confident, and ordered. Metal types have high expectations, which makes me think of Candor’s scorn for anyone who doesn’t share their determined adherence to the truth. Candor’s specialty is the law, which requires both ordered, logical thinking and confidence in one’s own judgment. Plus, well, Law and Order. Self-reliance must be a necessity when you’re Candor, too, especially since your fellow Candors will not support you if they don’t agree with you. “To thine own self be true” can be a lonely philosophy.

           But I think the best reason Candor fits here has to do with Candor’s Choosing Ceremony element. Candor is represented by glass because they say that honesty is transparent. Metal is opaque, obviously, but both are hard, and both, when their edges are honed, can cut. Candor rejects the idea that absolute honesty can sometimes do more harm than good. They even see tact as a lie. (Glass and metal can also both be reflective. I wonder if the Candor would be such tactless jerks if they had to look honestly at themselves all day?8)

       Wood

       Wood types, which also have no Western corollary, are generous, ethical, selfless, and loyal. Their nature is nurturing and peaceful. One traditional symbol of peace is even a piece of wood—an olive branch. Amity uses earth to represent them in the Choosing Ceremony, but their symbol is the tree. They are farmers, and growing things—nurturing them—is their business.

           Wood types can become inhibited and passive if they’re not careful. Think about it: wood can be so brittle it breaks or so pliant it won’t support any weight. Amity shelters Tris, Four, and other faction refugees, but when push comes to shove, they choose to stay impartial rather than help fight Erudite. You could view this as strength of principle regarding their commitment to peace, or you could see it as being weak. The Candor say about the Amity faction that “those who seek peace above all else will always deceive to keep the water calm.” Leaving aside the Candor bias, it is true that throughout history people have, in the name of peace, let terrible things happen.9

       Water

       Water is a sign of creativity and intelligence, and water types are philosophers and thinkers. “Deep” thinkers, you might even say. So maybe it’s not a coincidence that Erudite picked that symbol to represent their faction in the Choosing Ceremony. To the Erudite, water represents the clarity of knowledge, but water is also changeable, and can be deceptive. Water is (literally) fluid, changing shape depending on its context. And water is not transparent if it’s deep enough. Anything could be hiding there in its depths: jellyfish, plankton . . . Jaws.

           In both Eastern and Western philosophy, water types are sensitive and emotional. That doesn’t sound much like an Erudite principle, but in order to control people (which they definitely know how to do), you have to be sensitive to others’ emotions and how to manipulate them.

You may have noticed that each of these elemental types is like the Force: it has a dark side and a light side. The Eastern philosophy of Taoism says (in essence) that everything exists in balance. Each of the five elements has a yin and a yang: dark and light, male and female, productive and destructive.

More than that, each element exists—or should exist—in balance with the others, generating and overcoming. Water nourishes Wood; Wood feeds Fire; Fire creates Earth (ash); Earth yields Metal; Metal enriches Water. Each needs the others to exist. Take out one, and the whole system collapses. Without earth, you cannot grow wood; without metal, you cannot plow the earth to plant crops; without water, you cannot water your plants; and without wood, you can’t make a fire and then you’ll freeze to death.

The factions work this way on the societal level: each has a role to play to keep Chicago running. Abnegation administrates. Amity produces food. Candor works in law and arbitrates, mediates, and advises the other factions. Dauntless keeps everyone safe and secure and takes on the high-risk jobs. Erudite are the doctors and scientists that improve life for everyone.

But internally, the factions aren’t balanced at all; they prize one quality at the expense of all others. And an unbalanced system is an unhealthy one, allowing corruption (*ahem*Jeanine*ahem*) to set in.

Any quality, no matter how admirable, becomes a negative when taken to the extreme.

Courage becomes recklessness.

Pushing someone to their limits becomes bullying.

Honesty becomes rudeness and self-absorption (i.e., my truth is more important than your feelings).

Peace becomes passivity (or passive-aggressiveness).

Self-sacrificing austerity becomes martyrdom and/or a joyless existence.

Erudition becomes valuing knowledge over people.

FATAL FICTIONAL FLAWS

In fiction, a character’s imbalance of temperament often shows up as a fatal or tragic flaw. In Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Romeo is definitely a Dauntless, judging by his quick-fire changes of affection, his slaying of Juliet’s cousin Tybalt without thinking about her reaction, his taking poison without wondering why Juliet’s body is still warm after two days in a tomb. He fears nothing, even when he should, and he dies pretty much of an excess of emotional impetuosity.

For an example of a tragic flaw that doesn’t end in death and disaster, there’s Prospero, from another Shakespeare play, The Tempest. Even banished to a deserted island, he is an obvious Erudite, arrogant about his books and spells and how learned and artistic he is. If he had been paying more attention to running his country and less to his studies, his brother wouldn’t have been able to steal his kingdom, and Prospero wouldn’t have ended up stranded on that island in the first place (and then there would be no play).

Then there’s Batman. He’s not so bad off as Romeo or Prospero, but he’s not the poster child for self-actualized balance, either. Batman is, in a word, broody. He is melancholic like earth
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