
CHARACTERIZATION AND TYPES OF CHARACTERS 

Definition of Characterization 

Characterization is the act of creating and describing characters in literature. 

Characterization includes both descriptions of a character’s physical attributes as 

well as the character’s personality. The way that characters act, think, and speak 

also adds to their characterization. There are two subsets of the definition of 

characterization: direct and indirect characterization. We explore this distinction in 

more depth below.   

Direct Versus Indirect Characterization 

Direct characterization, also known as explicit characterization, consists of the author 

telling the audience what a character is like. A narrator may give this information, or 

a character in the story may do it. Examples of direct characterization would be: 

◾“Bill was short and fat, and his bald spot was widening with every passing year.” 

◾“‘Jane is a cruel person,’ she said.’” 

◾“I looked in the mirror and saw how dark the circles under my green eyes had 

become.” 

Indirect characterization, on the other hand, consists of the author showing the 

audience what kind of person a character is through the character’s thoughts, words, 

and deeds. This requires the audience to make inferences about why a character 

would say or do those things. This type of characterization is also known as implicit 

characterization. While it takes more time to develop a character through indirect 

characterization, it often leaves a deeper impression on the reader than direct 

statements about what a character is like. Here are examples of indirect 

characterization: 

◾“Bill sighed as he looked at the offer of a gym membership. He really should join. 

But just thinking about it made beads of sweat collect at the top of his bald spot.” 

◾“As Jane walked past the box labelled ‘Free Puppies,’ she furtively glanced around 

her, then gave the box a swift kick.” 

◾“I yawned, trying to keep my eyes open in the meeting. I reached for my coffee cup 

and was disappointed to realize it was empty.” 

Common Examples of Characterization 

While the concept of characterization is primarily a literary device, we use 

characterization in many everyday situations as well. Consider the following 

situations: 

◾Online dating websites: This is a primary place for direct characterizations of 

ourselves. We put up pictures and data to describe our looks, and we answer 

questions and write essays to describe our personalities. 



◾Police line-ups: Witnesses to crimes use characterization to give police a better 

idea of who the culprits might be. This type of characterization is generally based on 

physical attributes, though detectives also may try to understand the psychology of a 

criminal to catch him or her. 

◾Obituaries and eulogies: When a person has died, their loved ones use 

characterization to give a sense of what kind of person he or she was. This is 

primarily to show personality. 

Significance of Characterization in Literature 

As a literary tool, characterization has been around for about the past five hundred 

years. That may sound like a long time, but considering that Ancient Greek tragedies 

date back a few thousand years, characterization is a relatively recent development. 

This is because older forms of literature, including Ancient Greek tragedies, were 

much more focused on plot. 

Characterization increased in popularity as scholars began to consider psychology 

as a scientific field, especially from the 19th century onwards. People became much 

more interested in why people do things and the way in which they react instead of 

just what happens. Literature has reflected this shift. However, that is not to say that 

works written before the 19th century had a lack of characterization. William 

Shakespeare writing in the late 16th and early 17th centuries created some of the 

most psychologically complex characters ever. It is simply a much more integral part 

of the storytelling process now. 

Works of literature with poor characterization are often criticized for having “stock 

characters,” “flat characters,” “characters with no dimensions,” “poorly drawn 

characters,” and so on. Saying that a book’s characters are unbelievable is one of 

the worst criticisms that it made in this day in age. Authors therefore use 

characterization to “flesh out” their characters, show the characters’ motivations, and 

make the reader have empathy with the characters. 

Ten (Direct or Indirect) Ways in which a Character Can Be Revealed 

 By psychological description 

 By physical description 

 By probing what s/he thinks 

 By what s/he says 

 By how s/he says it 

 By what s/he does 

 By what others say about him or her 

 By his or her environment 

 By her reaction to others 

 By his reaction to himself 

Examples of Characterization in Literature 

Example #1 



Cathy was chewing a piece of meat, chewing with her front teeth. Samuel had never 

seen anyone chew that way before. And when she had swallowed, her little tongue 

flicked around her lips. Samuel’s mind repeated, “Something—something—can’t find 

what it is. Something wrong,” and the silence hung on the table. 

(East of Eden by John Steinbeck) 

NOTE: In John Steinbeck’s East of Eden, Cathy is a truly evil character. 

Steinbeck says this directly many times over and in many different ways. However, 

in this example of characterization, Steinbeck instead opts for a more chilling image. 

Cathy seems to eat meat much as a snake would. The indirect characterization 

forces the reader to understand this passage as an allusion to the serpent in the 

Garden of Eden, thereby inferring Cathy’s deep-rooted sinfulness. 

 

Example #2 

My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun; 

Coral is far more red than her lips’ red; 

If snow be white, why then her breasts are dun; 

If hairs be wires, black wires grow on her head. 

(“Sonnet 130” by William Shakespeare) 

NOTE: Shakespeare has fun with characterization in his famous “Sonnet 130,” 

going against all expectations. Since this poem is about his mistress, one might 

expect that it would be full of praise. Instead, he describes her only in the most 

unappealing ways and compares her to lovely things only to show that she is the 

opposite. This is an example of direct characterization. 

 

Example #3 

Perhaps it had something to do with living in a dark cupboard, but Harry had always 

been small and skinny for his age. He looked even smaller and skinnier than he 

really was because all he had to wear were old clothes of Dudley’s, and Dudley was 

about four times bigger than he was. Harry had a thin face, knobbly knees, black 

hair, and bright green eyes. He wore round glasses held together with a lot of Scotch 

tape because of all the times Dudley had punched him on the nose. The only thing 

Harry liked about his own appearance was a very thin scar on his forehead that was 

shaped like a bolt of lightning. 

(Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone by J. K. Rowling) 

NOTE: This characterization example from the first book of J. K. Rowling’s 

Harry Potter series gives a very complete physical description of Harry. It is very 

common in children’s books and books for young adults to give such a detailed direct 

characterization of many of the main characters. This is because children have a 



harder time inferring all the information necessary about a character through words 

and actions alone. 

QUOTE: "What does characterization do for a story? In a nutshell, it allows us to 

empathize with the protagonist and secondary characters, and thus feel that what is 

happening to these people in the story is vicariously happening to us; and it also 

gives us a sense of verisimilitude, or the semblance of living reality. An important 

part of characterization is dialogue, for it is both spoken and inward dialogue that 

afford us the opportunity to see into the characters' hearts and examine their 

motivations. In the best of stories, it is actually characterization that moves the story 

along, because a compelling character in a difficult situation creates his or her own 

plot." ~Karen Bernardo, Characterization in Literature 

Types of Characters in Fiction 

In fictional literature, authors use many different types of characters to tell their 

stories. Different types of characters fulfil different roles in the narrative process, and 

with a little bit of analysis, one can usually detect some or all of the types below: 

•Major or central characters are vital to the development and resolution of the 

conflict. In other words, the plot and resolution of conflict revolves around these 

characters. 

•Minor characters serve to complement the major characters and help move the 

plot events forward.  

•Dynamic - A dynamic character is a person who changes over time, usually as a 

result of resolving a central conflict or facing a major crisis. Most dynamic characters 

tend to be central rather than peripheral characters, because resolving the conflict is 

the major role of central characters.  

•Static - A static character is someone who does not change over time; his or her 

personality does not transform or evolve. 

•Round - A rounded character is anyone who has a complex personality; he or she 

is often portrayed as a conflicted and contradictory person. 

•Flat - A flat character is the opposite of a round character. This literary personality is 

notable for one kind of personality trait or characteristic.  

•Stock - Stock characters are those types of characters who have become 

conventional or stereotypical through repeated use in particular types of stories. 

Stock characters are instantly recognizable to readers or audience members (e.g. 

the femme fatale, the cynical but moral private eye, the mad scientist, the geeky boy 

with glasses, and the faithful sidekick). Stock characters are normally one-

dimensional flat characters, but sometimes stock personalities are deeply conflicted, 

rounded characters (e.g. the "Hamlet" type). 

•Protagonist - The protagonist is the central person in a story, and is often referred 

to as the story's main character. He or she (or they) is faced with a conflict that must 

be resolved. The protagonist may not always be admirable (e.g. an anti-hero); 



nevertheless s/he must command involvement on the part of the reader, or better 

yet, empathy. 

•Antagonist - The antagonist is the character(s) (or situation) that represents the 

opposition against which the protagonist must contend. In other words, the 

antagonist is an obstacle that the protagonist must overcome. 

•Anti-Hero - A major character, usually the protagonist, who lacks conventional 

nobility of mind, and who struggles for values not deemed universally admirable. 

Duddy, in Mordecai Richler's The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz, is a classic anti-

hero. He's vulgar, manipulative and self-centered. Nevertheless, Duddy is the center 

of the story, and we are drawn to the challenges he must overcome and the goals he 

seeks to achieve. 

•Foil - A foil is any character (usually the antagonist or an important supporting 

character) whose personal qualities contrast with another character (usually the 

protagonist). By providing this contrast, we get to know more about the other 

character. 

•Symbolic - A symbolic character is any major or minor character whose very 

existence represents some major idea or aspect of society. For example, in Lord of 

the Flies, Piggy is a symbol of both the rationality and physical weakness of modern 

civilization; Jack, on the other hand, symbolizes the violent tendencies (the Id) that 

William Golding believes is within human nature. 

Things to Remember: 

 Literary characters may embody more than one of these character types at 

the same time. A dynamic character may also be the antagonist, and a 

protagonist can also be, say, a flat and stock character (i.e. the one-

dimensional hero). 

 Here's a very common mistake: while characters are often round and 

dynamic, that does not mean these two terms mean the same thing. The 

former refers to a character's complexity, while the latter refers to a 

character's development over time. Students also make this mistake with flat 

and static characters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



SETTING 

 

Setting and Meaning 

People exist in a particular time and place. Where we live may contribute not only to 

our personality, but also to our values, attitudes, and even our problems. In literature, 

setting (time and place) can also influence characters and what they do.  

Time  

We need to consider four kinds of time that may carry particular associations with 

them:  

• Clock time: this can be used to provide suspense or create certain moods or 

feelings.  

•Calendar time: the day, month, year, or more generally a day of the week or time of 

the month may provide an understanding of what takes place in a piece of literature. 

•Seasonal time: the seasons or a span of time associated with a particular activity 

may be important. 

•Historical time: this can establish a psychological or sociological understanding of 

behaviours and attitudes.  

Place  

We may find significance in the actual location where the action occurs, but we need 

to pay attention to the nonphysical as well as the physical environment.  

The physical environment, including weather conditions, may be specifically 

described.  

The nonphysical environment includes cultural influences such as education, 

social standing, economic class, and religious belief. These may be revealed by 

physical properties in the scene or through the characters' dialogue, thoughts, 

statements, and behaviours.  

Uses of setting  

The setting may be nothing more than the backdrop for what occurs; however, it may 

be directly linked to mood or meaning.  

• It can create an atmosphere that affects our response to the work. 

• It may have a direct effect on a character's motivation. 

• An external force may enter the setting and change it, causing conflict for the 

characters. 

• The setting itself may be an antagonist. 



• Two settings may come into conflict with each other, causing conflict in the 

characters who must live in them and perhaps have to choose between them.  

Example #1 

In Emily Bronte’s novel Wuthering Heights, its setting plays a vital role, as it reflects 

the mood of major characters and their actions, while contributing to its overall 

atmosphere. The novel has three main settings; first is moors, second is Wuthering 

Heights and third is Thrushcross Grange. Moors symbolize wilderness, freedom as 

nobody owns them, and everyone can freely move anytime, while name Wuthering 

Heights depicts weather around this house is stormy and gloomy and its characters 

are cruel and extremely passionate. Thrushcross Grange, on the other hand, is 

contrary to Wuthering Heights, because its weather is calm, while its inhabitants are 

dull and weak. 

Example #2 

In William Golding’s novel, Lord of Flies, weather plays a very important role, as it 

represents mood, behavior and attitudes of young boys throughout the storyline. 

During the day, beach looks bright, while the ocean is calm and there is no conflict. 

Author describes the dense areas of the jungle as scary and dark. One night when 

Simon is killed, there comes a violent storm, and the ocean looks very rough in that 

black night. Thus, its setting includes weather conditions and ocean representing 

dark forces of nature present in human nature. 

Things to remember while reading for setting  

Sometimes the setting is clearly described by the narrator. However, some works will 

require you to search for clues, especially with regard to the nonphysical 

environment.  

• Learn about the author and the time and place of writing. 

• Note suggestive details. 

• Note unique uses of language and, perhaps, hidden references to the historical or 

cultural environment. 

http://literarydevices.net/atmosphere/
http://literarydevices.net/conflict/

