
How can novelists create humor that develops characters,

not just earns cheap laughs?
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Humor is a potent tool in a novelist’s arsenal, capable of lightening mood, building rapport with readers,

and making a story more memorable. However, its true power lies not in fleeting gags or easy

punchlines, but in its ability to illuminate the intricate depths of a character. When humor serves

character development, it transforms from a simple laugh-getter into a sophisticated narrative device,

revealing personality, vulnerabilities, and worldviews in ways exposition never could.

Beyond the Punchline: Humor as a Character Lens

The distinction between cheap laughs and character-driven humor is crucial. Cheap laughs often feel

tacked on, irrelevant to the plot or character arc, and exist solely for momentary amusement. Character-

driven humor, conversely, springs directly from who a character is—their quirks, flaws, beliefs, and

unique way of interacting with the world. It’s humor that couldn’t be transplanted to another character

without losing its essence. This kind of humor doesn’t just entertain; it informs, showing readers rather

than telling them what makes a character tick.

Embracing the Character’s Flaws and Quirks

One of the most effective ways humor can develop characters is by highlighting their imperfections. A

character’s deepest flaws, their minor eccentricities, or their endearing absurdities can be rich veins for

comedy. Think of a meticulous character whose world unravels at the slightest disarray, or a notoriously

clumsy individual consistently finding themselves in slapstick situations they inadvertently create. The

humor here isn’t random; it’s a direct consequence of their established traits, making them more

relatable, human, and complex. Self-deprecating humor, in particular, can endear a character to readers

by revealing humility and self-awareness, even amidst their struggles.
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The Power of Witty Dialogue and Observational Humor

Dialogue is perhaps the most direct route to showcasing a character’s comedic voice. Witty banter,

clever comebacks, or a character’s unique way of phrasing things can instantly reveal their intelligence,

cynicism, optimism, or even their social awkwardness. Similarly, observational humor, where a

character comments on the absurdity of their surroundings or the behavior of others, provides a window

into their worldview and what they value or disdain. This isn’t just about saying something funny; it’s

about *how* they say it and *what* they choose to observe, giving insight into their cognitive processes

and personality.
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Situational Comedy Rooted in Personality

While external circumstances can be funny, true character development through humor arises when a

character’s specific traits lead them into comedic situations. The humor doesn’t just happen to them; it

happens because of them. An overly confident but incompetent detective consistently misinterpreting

clues, or a shy protagonist inadvertently becoming the center of attention due to their attempts to avoid

it—these scenarios are funny precisely because they stem from the character’s established personality.

The laughs aren’t merely from the situation, but from seeing how a particular character navigates (or

fumbles through) it.

Subverting Expectations and Irony

Irony and the subversion of expectations are sophisticated comedic devices that deeply explore

character. When a character’s grand plans consistently go awry in unexpected, humorous ways, it can

reveal their resilience, their naiveté, or their persistent optimism despite repeated failures. Situational

irony—where the outcome is contrary to what’s expected, especially when it exposes a character’s

hubris or ignorance—can be profoundly funny and deeply revealing. This type of humor invites readers

to understand the character’s internal landscape, their hopes, fears, and the often-humorous disconnect

between their intentions and reality.
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Practical Tips for Novelists

Know Your Characters Inside Out: The funnier moments will emerge naturally if you deeply

understand your character’s motivations, fears, and unique way of seeing the world.

Let Humor Serve a Purpose: Before inserting a joke, ask yourself: Does this reveal something

new about the character? Does it advance the plot? Or is it just a throwaway gag?

Vary Your Comedic Styles: Don’t rely solely on one type of humor. Mix wit with irony, physical

comedy with observational humor, all tailored to different facets of your characters.

Show, Don’t Just Tell: Instead of stating a character is funny, let their actions and dialogue

demonstrate it.

Embrace Authenticity: The most lasting humor feels authentic to the characters and the world of

the story, not forced.
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Ultimately, humor in fiction is most powerful when it’s integrated seamlessly into the fabric of the story,

acting as a magnifying glass for character. By consciously crafting comedic moments that spring from a

character’s core, novelists can do more than just elicit laughs; they can forge deeper connections with

readers, making their characters not only funny but also profoundly real and unforgettable.
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