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UNDERSTANDING THE HEART OF
STORYTELLING: WHAT IS
CHARACTERIZATION IN
LITERATURE

Every  memorable  story,  from  ancient
epics to modern novels, is built around
compelling  figures  who  drive  the
narrative forward. Readers might forget
a plot twist or a specific setting, but they
rarely forget how a character made them
feel.  This  emotional  connection  is  no
accident. It is the result of a deliberate
a n d  s k i l l f u l  c r a f t  k n o w n  a s
characterization. For anyone looking to
deepen their appreciation of reading or
to  improve  the i r  own  wr i t i ng ,
understanding  what  characterization  in
literature truly means is essential. It is
the tool  that  transforms a name on a
page into a living, breathing entity that
laughs,  suffers,  and  grows.  This  article
explores  the  definition,  methods,  types,
and  significance  of  characterization,
providing  a  complete  guide  to  this
fundamental  element  of  storytelling.
At  its  core,  characterization  is  the
process  by  which  an  author  creates,
develops, and reveals the personality of
a  character.  It  is  the  sum  of  all  the
techniques  used  to  give  a  figure  depth,
motivation,  and  a  distinct  identity.
Without  effective  characterization,  a
story risks becoming a mere sequence of
events  populated  by  cardboard  figures.

It  is  the  difference  between  reading
about  someone  and  feeling  like  you
know them.

THE TWO PILLARS: DIRECT AND
INDIRECT CHARACTERIZATION

Writers have two primary toolkits at their
disposal  when  building  a  character.
These are broadly categorized as direct
charac te r i za t ion  and  ind i rec t
characterization.  Understanding  the
distinction between these two methods
is  the  first  step  in  grasping  what
characterization  in  literature  truly
entails.

Direct
Characterization:
The Author Tells
the Reader
Direct characterization occurs when the
author explicitly tells the audience what
a character is like. There is no ambiguity
or  need for  inference.  The narrator  or
another  character  plainly  states  traits
such  as  "generous,"  "cruel,"  "shy,"  or
"ambitious." This method is efficient and
can  be  very  effective,  especially  in
introducing  a  character  quickly  or  in
genres like children's literature or classic
fables  where  clear  moral  traits  are
important.

https://app.ardentx.com/


2

2 What Is Characterization In Literature 2023-05-06

For example, a sentence like "Ebenezer
Scrooge  was  a  tightfisted  hand  at  the
grindstone"  is  a  classic  case  of  direct
characterization.  Charles  Dickens  does
not  wait  for  the  reader  to  deduce
Scrooge's stinginess from his actions; he
states it outright. This technique sets a
clear foundation, allowing the reader to
immediately understand the character's
starting  point  before  witnessing  any
potential  transformation.

Indirect
Characterization:
The Reader
Infers
Indirect  characterization  is  often
considered the more sophisticated and
engaging of the two methods. Instead of
being told what a character is like, the
reader is shown evidence and must draw
their  own  conclusions.  This  process  is
frequently remembered by the acronym
STEAL,  which  stands  for  Speech,
Thoughts,  Effect  on  others,  Actions,  and
Looks.

Speech: What does the character
say, and how do they say it? A
character who speaks in short,
blunt commands is very different
from one who uses elaborate,
flowery language.
Thoughts: What goes on inside
the character's mind? Internal
monologue and private reflections
reveal deep-seated fears, desires,
and conflicts that might be hidden
from other characters.
Effect on others: How do other
characters react to them? Are

people drawn to them, afraid of
them, or annoyed by them? A
character who makes everyone in
a room relax is different from one
who makes everyone tense.
Actions: What does the character
actually do? Actions are often the
most reliable indicator of
character. A person who gives
their last dollar to a stranger is
generous, regardless of what they
say.
Looks: What does the character
look like? Description of
appearance can reveal clues about
personality, such as a disheveled
look suggesting absent-
mindedness or a precise wardrobe
suggesting control.

When asking "what is characterization in
literature," many critics point to indirect
characterization  as  the  method  that
separates showing from telling. It invites
the  reader  to  become  an  act ive
participant in the story, piecing together
the puzzle of a character's identity.

TYPES OF CHARACTERS IN
LITERATURE

Beyond  the  methods  of  revealing
character,  literature  recognizes  several
distinct types of characters, each serving
a  unique  purpose  within  the  narrative
structure.  These  classifications  help
writers and readers analyze the role a
character plays.

Protagonist and
Antagonist
The protagonist  is the central figure of
the  story,  the  one  whose  journey  the
reader follows. This is not always a hero
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in  the  traditional  sense;  they  can  be
deeply  flawed  or  even  anti-heroic.  The
antagonist, conversely, is the force that
stands in opposition to the protagonist.
This is not always a villain; it can be a
rival, a societal norm, or even a natural
disaster. The conflict between these two
forces is often the backbone of the plot.

Static and
Dynamic
Characters
A static character remains essentially
unchanged throughout  the story.  Their
personality,  beliefs,  and  worldview are
the same at the end as they were at the
beginning.  Characters  like  Sherlock
Holmes,  who  consistently  applies  his
brilliant  deductive  logic,  often  fall  into
this  category.  In  contrast,  a  dynamic
character  undergoes  a  significant
internal  change.  This  transformation  is
usually the result  of the events of the
p lo t .  Ebeneze r  Sc rooge  i s  the
quintessential  dynamic  character,
evolving  from a  miserly  hermit  into  a
generous, joyful man.

Flat and Round
Characters
These  terms,  coined  by  novelist  E.M.
Forster,  describe  the  complexity  of  a
character.  A  flat  character  is  two-
dimensional, possessing only one or two
defining  traits.  They  are  easily
recognizable  and  predictable,  often
serving a specific, simple function in the
story, such as the grumpy neighbor or
the comic relief. A round character, on

the  other  hand,  is  complex  and
multifaceted.  They  are  capable  of
surprising  the  reader,  possessing
conflicting  traits  and  a  rich  inner  life.
Understanding what  characterization in
l i terature  means  often  involves
recognizing  that  great  stories  balance
flat  characters  for  support  with  round
characters  for  emotional  depth.

THE IMPORTANCE OF
MOTIVATION IN
CHARACTERIZATION

A character is only as compelling as their
reasons  for  doing  what  they  do.
Motivation is the engine that drives a
character's  actions.  It  answers  the
question "why?" Why does a character
sacrifice their safety for a friend? Why do
they pursue wealth or revenge? A well-
characterized figure has clear, believable
motivations,  even  if  those  motivations
are misguided or destructive.
When  a  character's  actions  seem
random or unsupported, the reader loses
trust  in  the story.  Conversely,  when a
reader understands that a character acts
out of grief, ambition, fear, or love, the
character  becomes  relatable  and  their
choices,  however  flawed,  become
understandable.  Effective
characterization,  therefore,  is  not  just
about listing traits but about connecting
those traits to a coherent psychological
drive.

CHARACTERIZATION ACROSS
GENRES AND MEDIUMS

The  approach  to  characterization  can
vary  significantly  depending  on  the
genre and the medium. In a fast-paced
thriller, characterization might be largely
external, relying on action and dialogue
to  quickly  establish  a  character's
competence or  vulnerability.  In  literary
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fiction,  characterization  often  delves
deep  into  internal  thought  processes,
spending pages exploring a character's
nuanced emotional state.
In  visual  mediums  like  film  and
television,  characterization  can  be
achieved  through  casting,  costume,
l ight ing,  and  camera  angles .  A
character's  appearance  and  physical
presence  do  much  of  the  work  that
words do in a novel. However, the core
principles  of  what  characterization  in
literature  entails—revealing  personality
through  speech,  action,  and  effect  on
others—remain the same. The medium
changes  the  tools,  but  the  goal  is
identical:  to  create  a  believable,
engaging  figure.

COMMON PITFALLS IN
CHARACTERIZATION

Even  experienced  writers  can  stumble
when  bui lding  their  characters.
Awareness  of  these  common issues  is
crucial for anyone seeking to master the
craft.

Over-reliance on Direct
Characterization: While telling
can be effective, a story that only
tells and never shows feels flat
and preachy. Readers want to
discover the character for
themselves.
Inconsistency: A character who is
supposedly a coward but
repeatedly acts with reckless
bravery without explanation is
poorly characterized. Consistency
does not forbid change, but it
requires a believable arc to explain
that change.
Stereotyping: Relying on clichés
and stereotypes instead of building
a unique individual weakens a

story. The wise old mentor, the
snobby rich person, or the quirky
best friend can feel tired and
unoriginal.
Perfect Characters: Characters
without flaws are difficult to relate
to. They lack the internal conflict
that makes for an interesting
story. Imperfections make
characters human and create
opportunities for growth and
reader empathy.

ANALYZING CHARACTERIZATION:
HOW TO READ LIKE A WRITER

To fully appreciate what characterization
in literature offers, readers can shift their
approach.  Instead of  just  following the
plot, ask critical questions while reading.
What  do  the  character's  repeated
actions say about their  priorities? How
does  their  dialogue  reveal  their  social
status  or  education?  Is  the  narrator
reliable,  or  are  they  filtering  the
character through a biased lens? Paying
attention  to  the  smallest  details—a
nervous  habit,  a  specific  word  choice,  a
reaction to a minor event—can unlock a
profound understanding of a character's
inner world. This analytical reading not
only  enhances  enjoyment  but  also
provides  a  masterclass  in  effective
writing.

CONCLUSION: THE SOUL OF THE
STORY

In  answering  the  question,  "what  is
characterization  in  literature,"  we  find
that it is far more than a technical term.
It  is  the  soul  of  storytelling.  It  is  the
magic that allows ink on a page to feel
like  a  friend,  an  enemy,  or  a  mirror
reflecting  our  own  humanity.  Through
the  interplay  of  direct  and  indirect
methods, and through the development
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of dynamic, round characters driven by
clear  motivations,  authors  bridge  the
gap between fiction and reality. Whether
you are a writer honing your craft or a
reader seeking a deeper connection with
the stories you love, recognizing the art

of  characterization  transforms  the
literary  experience.  It  turns  a  passive
reading  sess ion  into  an  act ive,
empathetic journey into the many lives
that words can hold.


