Writing about Character

The People in Literature

Character Traits:
· Try to determine the character’s outstanding traits.  A trait is a quality of mind or habitual mode of behavior that is evident in both active and passive ways, such as never repaying borrowed money, supplying moral support to friends and loved ones, being a person on whom people rely, etc.

· Characters may be ambitious or lazy, serene or anxious, confident or self-doubting, kind or cruel, quiet or noisy, visionary or practical, careful or careless, etc.

With such a list, you can analyze and develop conclusions about character.  For example, Mathilde in Maupassant’s “The Necklace” indulges in dreams of unattainable wealth and comfort and is so swept up in her visions that she scorns her comparatively good life with her reliable but dul husband.  It is fair to say that this aversion to reality is her major trait.  It is also her major weakness, because Maupassant shows how her dream life harms her real life.
Distinguish between Circumstances and Character Traits:
· When you study a fictional person, distinguish between circumstances and character, for circumstances have value only if they demonstrate important traits and qualities of character.  Thus, if our friend Sam wins the lottery, let us congratulate him on his luck; but the win does not say much about his character-not much, that is, unless we also learn that for several years he has been regularly spending hundreds of dollars each week for lottery tickets.  In other words, making the effort to win a lottery is a character trait but winning or losing is not.
How Authors Disclose Character in Literature:

· Actions by Characters Reveal their Qualities
· The Author’s Descriptions Tell us About Characters
· What Characters Say- Dramatic Statements 
       and Thoughts-Reveals What They Are Like

· What Others Say Tells Us About a Character

· The Author, Speaking as a Storyteller or an Observer,  May Present Judgments about Characters

Types of Characters: Round and Flat:

· Round Characters Undergo Change:  The basic trait of round characters is that we learn enough about them to permit us to conclude that they are full, lifelike, and memorable.  Their roundness and fullness are characterized by both individuality and unpredictability.  They are also called dynamic.
· Flat Characters Stay the Same:  They do not grow; they lack insight.  They are also called static characters.

Raise Questions to Discover Ideas
· Who is the major character?  What do you learn about this character from his or her actions and speeches?  From the speeches and actions of other characters?  How else do you learn about the character?

· How important is the character to the work’s principal action?  Which characters oppose the main character?  How do the major character and the opposing characters interact?  What effect do these interactions create?

· What actions bring out important traits of the main character?
· Describe the main character’s actions:  Are they good or bad, intelligent or stupid, deliberate or spontaneous?  How do they help you understand her or him?

· Describe and explain the traits, both major and minor, of the character you plan to discuss.  To what extent do the traits permit you to judge the character?  What is your judgment?

· What descriptions of how the character looks do you discover in the story?  What does this appearance demonstrate about him or her?

· In what ways is the character’s major trait a strength- or a weakness?  As the story progresses, to what degree does the trait become more (or less) prominent?

· Is the character round and dynamic?  How does the character recognize, change with, or adjust to circumstances?

· If the character you are analyzing is flat and static, what function does he or she perform in the story (for example, by doing a task or by bringing out qualities of the major character)?

· If the character is a stereotype, to what type does he or she belong?  To what degree does the character stay in the stereotypical role or rise above it?  How?

· What do any of the other characters do, say, or think to give you understanding of the character you are analyzing?  What does the character say or think about himself or herself?  What does the storyteller or narrator say?  How valid are these comments and insights?  How helpful in providing insights into the character?

· Is the character lifelike or unreal?  Consistent or inconsistent?  Believable or not believable?

Organize Your Essay About Character
Introduction:  Identify the character you are studying, and refer to noteworthy problems in determining the character’s qualities.

Body:  Use your central idea and thesis sentence to create the form for the body of your essay.  Consider one of the following approaches to organize your ideas and form the basis for your essay.

1. Develop a central trait or major characteristic.  Studying the trait enables you to focus on the ways in which the author presents the character, and it also enables you to focus on separate parts of the work.

2. Explain a character’s growth or change.  This type of essay describes a character’s developments.  It is important to stress the actual alterations as they emerge, but at the same time to avoid retelling the story. Additionally, you should not only describe the changing traits but also analyze how they are brought out within the work.
3. Organize your essay around central actions, objects, or quotations that reveal primary characteristics.  Key incidents may stand out along with objects closely associated with the character being analyzed.  There may be important quotations spoken by the character or by someone else in the work.  Show how elements serve as signposts or guides to understanding the character.

Conclusion: When bringing your essay to a close, show how the character’s traits are related to the work as a whole.  If the person was good but came to a bad end, does this misfortune make him or her seem especially worthy?  If the person suffers, does the suffering suggest any attitudes about the class or type of which he or she is a part? Or does it illustrate the author’s general view of human life?  Or both?  Do the characteristics explain why the person helps or hinders other characters?  How does your essay help to clear up first-reading misunderstandings?  
Remember:  You are the authority on your topic!  Teach your audience about your character.

