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>>Hi, my name is Doug Trevor. I teach in the English department at the University of Michigan, 

and I want to say a few words about character flaws. Let's imagine, hypothetically, that you're trying 

to write a story or that you've written a story in which the central character is a character that you 

want your reader to feel sympathy for - you want your reader to feel drawn toward. And yet, when 

you try to write the story, you focus so much on this character that in fact, when you show the story 

to friends or to people in workshop, they are immediately drawn to some subsidiary character; some 

minor person you put in there, a character you imagine in some ways as being flat, and that ends up 

being the character that they want to know more about. That is a frustrating situation for a writer. 

And a lot of times I think it comes from a writer drawing from personal experience and thinking of 

a central character as a character who must be sympathetic in part because the character does not 

have any noticeable flaws. Because the character is rendered as someone, male or female, who is just 

a good person: who's earnest, who cares about other people, and then who suffers from some 

misfortune, great or small, depending upon the scope of the story. 

 

So one thing I want you to think about, if you can, really two things: 1. Imagine a story in its initial 

phase as a project in which you are thinking about perspective; in which you write the story in a first 

person mode, and you write the story in a third person mode. If you have to choose between or or 

the other, generally speaking I think that third person is safer. It's safer in part because it allows you 

the flexibility of being really close to the character in question, or to pull back - go further away from 

that character. When you're in first person, voice matters enormously. Voice then drives the story. 

And sometimes when you're working in first person, I think particularly if you're working with a 

story drawn from personal experience, the subject of the character, him or herself, can become lost. 

That character can become imposed upon by your own projected feelings. You might find yourself 

writing about yourself or some mythic, sort of fantastic version of yourself. Think about the flaws of 

people that you know and care about and when you think about characters, think first and foremost 

not about making them likeable, but making them human. It's hard to do that when you write a lot 

about your own perspective about own person-hood: when you think about yourself, and mediate 



 

on yourself, as a subject. In which case, it is often hard not to end up projecting some form of selfpity. 

 

So, instead think about a character from a perspective that is distanced from the character as you 

might have first imagined him or her. What is the worst thing that this person has ever done? What 

is an infirmity or a frailty that this person exhibits? What is it that makes the character unlikeable? 

And then, if you have the time or the inclination, think about the friends in your life, and think 

about how quickly you can identify what their failings are, what their infirmities are, what it is about 

these people that bother you. Family is almost too easy, and we don't choose our family. But we 

choose our friends and when we think about our friends, it can be useful to, I think remind 

ourselves of how quickly we can identify the failings of our friends. I think we want our characters, 

as readers, to be characters that have those kinds of infirmities that we recognize in real people. And 

I think that instead of trying to hide those infirmities, we should showcase them. We make 

characters who are more interesting, and more seductive. I think the notion of a character being  

important because the character is likeable, which I've heard from editors about characters of mine 

either in a positive or a negative sense (character is likeable, character is perhaps unlikeable), I like to 

think that editors don't mean those words entirely: that what they mean is interesting and not 

interesting. I think that what makes a character interesting has to do with the ridges of that 

character's personality and the pitfalls. I think of Clifford Geertz for me, an anthropologist who 

talked about thick description, the idea that if you were to go into a foreign land, what could really 

make your observations persuasive and keen and interesting would be to describe an enamorment 

detail in the world that you find yourself in. I think that as a project for writing, every writer should 

think an emotive thick description, even if the story in question ends up being void of much 

description at all. Start with the notion of description and start with an almost, if you can try it, an 

almost clinical detachment to a character. When I was working on the novel I just finished in May, 

the central character was a character that didn't have health insurance. And even though there was 

so much more to do with this character, and even though in the course of the novel I mentioned his 

lack of health insurance only a couple of times, to me, it seemed like a really foundational place to 

start in thinking about character. How does the character pay for his or her health care? It might not 

be where you imagine your story going, to discuss that kind of issue but to know in the back of your 



 

mind what that background is for a character can give that character a more rounded feel to your 

reader, and I think can be really beneficial in your project and your ongoing pursuits as a writer. 

 

>>So we hoped you enjoyed those videos and the question of, "What makes for a memorable 

character?" comes up all the time in writing workshops. So I want to ask you Angela: what is it that 

makes a character stay with you? 

 

>>For me, I think it boils down to a combination of access - their thoughts about things that are 

big in the world of the fiction and things that are small and minute: any sort of idiosyncrasy that 

makes them feel real and tactile. I think of Junot Diaz's Oscar Wao. That's a character who has a lot 

of flaws, but he also has a big heart, and immediately, you understand that he is a person who sees 

the world in a very specific way. And the more that you can make your characters short of world 

view feel specific, the more memorable they are. 

 

>>It makes me think of - I've always held that image of Holden Caulfield that half of his hair is 

gray, and he's just a teenager, and I thought, "Oh, that's one of those little physical details that makes 

a character stay with you." 

 

>>Absolutely. 

 

>>So we hope that you will take the writing assignments and developing characters seriously and 

that you'll join us next time. Onward. 


