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TRAGEDY COMEDY 

Convergent Thinking: Options narrow as the plot 
progresses; the main characters tend to only see one 
solution to a problem, rejecting any alternatives as 
impossible. They remain firm and committed to a 
single course of action (often to their doom). No 
tolerance for ambiguity exists; all the pieces of the 
puzzle must fit together or be destroyed. 

Divergent Thinking: Options open up as the plot 
progresses; there are multiple solutions to each 
problem. Characters are generally adaptable and 
more willing to change; those who are not may 
suffer ridicule, but not death. High tolerance for 
ambiguity exists, and not all the pieces have to fit 
together at the end. 

Binary Systems: The world divides neatly into 
black-and-white problems: good/bad, life/death, 
beautiful/ugly, just/cruel. 

Pluralism: Life is more complex and diverse, with 
multiple options and influences. 

Order: Tragic plots stress order, process, and 
predictability. Cause and effect are rigid and fixed 
into an expected structure. 

Chaos: Comic plots are more random, subject to 
improvisation, and may leave loose ends. 

The Individual: The focus of the story is on one 
character's emotional journey. One person's choices 
may have consequences for the entire world he 
inhabits. 

Society: Comedies stress integration and the 
community. They are more likely to feature 
ensembles rather than a solitary main character. 

High Status: Tragedies stress the upper-class – the 
people with the most ability to affect the world of 
the story as a whole. Low-status characters appear 
infrequently and do not receive development. 

Low or Varied Status: Comedies provide a greater 
focus on different strata of society. The lower classes 
may be the butt of jokes, but may also triumph over 
their social betters in unexpected ways. 

Emotional Engagement: Characters speak from 
the heart, responding to stimuli with emotional 
extremity, especially of rage and grief. 

Emotional Disengagement: Characters speak 
from the head, often witty, imaginative, and ironic. 
Strong emotions come across as ridiculous rather 
than appropriate. 

Familiarity: Characters seek to remain in or to 
return to the status quo, rejecting those things which 
do not "fit" in their prior experience of the world.  

Adaptability: Characters seek out new experiences 
and those things which are different, assimilating the 
unfamiliar into their world. 

Violent: Tragic plots feature (and come from) more 
militaristic cultures, with values of duty, honor, and 
commitment. This can lead to cycles of revenge, 
where violence is a valid way of solving problems. 

Non-Violent: Comedies take a more pacifistic view, 
questioning the value of honor over survival. 
Situations can be resolved without altercations, 
stressing reconciliation and forgiveness. 

Tradition: Characters adhere to established rules, 
placing value on the way things have always been 
done. 

Innovation: Characters break social rules, challenge 
traditions, and subvert the status quo. 

Spirit: Characters place intellectual and spiritual 
concerns above physical ones, often focused on the 
question of what happens after death. Characters 
may be contemplative and philosophical. 

Body: The human body and its needs receive greater 
attention. Sexuality, bodily functions, hunger, and 
thirst play key roles, drive the characters' desires and 
thus the plotline, and provide humor. 

Finality: Actions have inevitable and unavoidable 
consequences. 

Reversal: Characters may escape consequences, 
change their fates, and earn second chances. 

Idealistic: Characters focus on principles and ethical 
abstractions like truth and justice. 

Pragmatic: Comic plots focus on the concrete 
realities of day-to-day life. 

Audience Experiences Catharsis: The audience 
engages with emotions in a similar way to the 
characters, feeling their pain and sharing their 
struggle. 

Audience Experiences Appreciation: The 
audience witnesses social commentary and looks at it 
from the outside, not feeling emotions along with 
the characters. 

--Adapted from John Morreall’s Comedy, Tragedy, and Religion (1999). 


