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Understanding Character  

Character is the set of qualities that makes somebody or something distinctive, 
especially the qualities of mind and feeling. 
 
Characterization is the way the author reveals or shows characters to the reader. 

Characters are people in fiction.  Writers attempt to make their characters seem real through 

the characters’ appearance, action, speech, and thoughts, as well as the thoughts and 

comments of other characters.  As an author reveals characters, the reader becomes familiar 

with them.  When we get to know characters, we get more enjoyment from the story as well as 

have a better understanding of it.  

Sometimes, in fiction, characters are not people; they may be animals.  In The Yearling by 

Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, the fawn is an important character.  It is adopted by a boy named 

Jody and becomes Jody’s best friend.  The fawn does not act like a person.  It does not speak 

or think.  But it is still one of the most important characters in the story.   

Additionally, characters can be things.  In “The Open Boat,” writer Stephen Crane created a 

lifeboat that is a character.  It is full of life.  It seems brave. 

A seat in this boat was not unlike a seat upon a bucking bronco.  And a bronco is not 

much smaller.  The craft pranced and reared and plunged like an animal.  As each 

wave came, and she rose for it, she seemed like a horse making at a very high fence. 

In nonfiction, a person’s character may be revealed, as well.  The following is an excerpt from 

an interview with baseball manager Joe Torre on National Public Radio. 

Joe Torre, the former manager of the New York Yankees who now manages the Los 

Angeles Dodgers, says he never envisioned himself leaving the Yankees. But, he says, 

"those last few years in New York were very tough on me, and I was curious if I could 

have some fun again."  

Because Joe Torre never planned on leaving the Yankees, you can assume he is a dedicated 

person.  He seems to like his job because, even though he had a rough patch, he had a 

desire to find another team where he could have fun. 

  

Since characters are revealed through appearance, action, speech, thoughts, and thoughts 

and comments of other characters, let’s look at each of these elements individually to see how 

an author uses these elements to reveal his or her characters. 

Appearance 

When you meet people in life, their appearance strikes you first.  Although physical 

appearance alone does not reveal the whole person, physical appearance is an important part 
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of character.  An author describes the characters’ appearance so you can “see them;” the 

characters become more than just words on a page. Read the following: 

Miss Marple sat there upright, as was her habit.  She wore a light blue tweed suit, a 

string of pearls, and a small velvet hat. 

You can assume that Miss Marple is neat and businesslike.  She dresses neatly and simply.  

She doesn’t wear flashy jewelry, and her hat is not fancy.  She tends to sit up straight. 

Action 

People are always in action.  They are always doing something, even if it is only breathing.  

Action brings a character to life.  Every action means something.  It may be the small wave of 

a hand.  It may be a pounding fist.  It may be a desperate leap.  Read the following: 

It was Sunday.  Charles was in the garden.  He moved slowly, dragging the green hose 

from one path to the next.  At all times, he carefully watched the flow of water.  Very 

gently, he let the stream touch every plant in the garden. 

You can assume that Charles cares about the plants in his garden.  He is careful and gentle.  

He is attentive to the needs of each plant in the garden. 

Speech 

What a character says shows us something about that character’s attitudes.  It shows likes 

and dislikes.  Each spoken word adds to the picture of the character.  Every time we speak, 

we give ourselves away.  We show more of our inner selves.  So do characters in fiction.  

Read the following: 

“Good morning, madam,” said Holmes cheerily.  “My name is Sherlock Holmes.  

Please draw up to the fire.  I shall order you a cup of hot coffee, for I observe that you 

are shivering.” 

You can assume from the words spoken by Holmes that he is concerned about the woman’s 

comfort.  He sees that she is possibly cold, and he offers her a warm place to sit and a warm 

cup of coffee. 

Thoughts 

Action and speech begin with thought.  We all think.  Sometimes we even become lost in 

“thought.”  We’re not aware of what’s going on around us.  Characters may become lost in 

thought, too.  They may think aloud to reveal information about themselves and others.  

Showing thoughts is another way of showing character. Read the following: 

He felt sad and alone.  Again he thought of his father, of the failing body that had once 

been tireless and strong.  He thought of the many failures, of the jobs that never quite 

worked out, the schemes that never quite paid off.  Thinking of this, and remembering 
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when they had been a family and when his mother had been alive to hold them 

together, he felt pity, and he cried.  

From the character’s thoughts, we learn that he feels sadness and self-pity.  We learn 

something about his past.  We know that his mother has died.  We know that he relied on her.  

We see that he is disappointed in his aging father. 

Thoughts and Comments of Other Characters 

In fiction, as in life, people talk about others.  The thoughts and conversations of characters 

reveal other characters. Read the following: 

Nan waved her hands wildly as she talked to Rob.  “Mother wants to grow corn in the 
front yard!  Can you imagine what Elaine will say?”         

“Who cares?  You don’t have to listen to Elaine,” Rob said.  He stood at the window.   

 “Oh, don’t I?” Nan asked. “You’re wrong about that.  You don’t have to listen to Elaine 
because you’re at work in the city all day.  I do have to listen to Elaine; she’s the only 
person over ten I get to talk to all day.”  

“Except for Mother.”    

 “I wasn’t counting her,” Nan said.  

 “That’s cruel.”   

 “I’m sorry. It’s just that it’s not easy for me.  I don’t want corn in the front yard.  I do 
care what the neighbors think.  You don’t. And Mother doesn’t, either.  She doesn’t 
care what anyone thinks.  She lives in a world of her own.”  She pushed the screen 
door open and ran into the yard.  

Facts about all the characters emerge from the conversation: 

 Mother wants to grow corn in a suburban front yard.  She doesn’t care what people 

may think.   

 Nan is upset.  She does care what others think; it seems to bother her very much.   

 Rob wants peace and harmony.  However, he seems weak.   

 Elaine seems to be critical. 

You’ve seen the way that characters can be revealed in fiction.  You should understand more 

about characterization. 
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Practice Exercises 

Read the following excerpt from the novel Daisy Miller: A Study by Henry James.  Answer the 

questions that follow. 

“They are very common,” Mrs. Costello declared.  “They are the sort of Americans that 

one does one’s duty by not – not accepting.”…                                              

“The young girl is very pretty.”  said Winterbourne, in a moment.   

“Of course she’s pretty.  But she is very common.”   

“I see what you mean, of course,” said Winterbourne, after another pause.   

“She has that charming look that they all have,” his aunt resumed.  “I can’t think where 

they pick it up; and she dresses in perfection – no, you don’t know how well she 

dresses.  I can’t think where they get their taste.” 

 

1.  Daisy Miller’s character is revealed through 

a. her speech. 

b. her actions.  

c. her thoughts. 

d. thoughts and comments of other characters. 

  
2. Mrs. Costello’s character is revealed through  

a. her speech. 

b. her actions.  

c. her thoughts. 

d. thoughts and comments of other characters. 

 

3. Mrs. Costello is 

a. Daisy Miller’s aunt. 

b. a social snob. 

c. common. 

d. pretty.  

 

4. Winterbourne is  

a. a more accepting person than Mrs. Costello. 

b. in love with Daisy Miller. 

c. a social snob. 

d. Mrs. Costello’s brother. 
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Read the following passages and answer the questions that follow. 

 She was tall and graceful.  She wore a light blue suit and dark glasses.  She carried 

several packages under her arm.  Nervously, she glanced at her watch now and then.  

 She moved in long, quick strides.  A faint smile played across her lips.  She juggled the 

bundles to glance at her watch again.                             

 Finally, she reached a long, black limousine.   The driver leaped out and opened a door 

for her.  “Okay, John,” she said.  “Let’s get home before Jill does.  You know how impatient 

ten-year olds can be.”  She thought, I hope they’ve delivered the birthday cake.  I’d hate to 

see Jill disappointed. 

5. We learn about the woman mostly through 

a. her speech only. 

b. her thoughts only. 

c. her thoughts and actions. 

d. thoughts and comments of other characters. 

 

6. Which of the following describes the woman? 

a. She is wealthy. 

b. She has concern for others. 

c. She likes to be on time. 

d. All of the above. 

 

7. Through the woman’s actions and speech we learn that  

a. she is rude. 

b. she is wealthy. 

c. she likes to be on time. 

d. Jill is spoiled. 

 This is a great time to be out, thinks Jason.  No wonder the students don’t want to be in 

school today.  I can see why they want to skip away from the four walls of a house that 

encloses them and their dreams.  Here I am, a man, acting like a small boy.  I am playing 

hooky, too. 

8. The character is revealed through  

a. his actions. 

b. the thoughts and comments of others. 

c. his speech. 

d. his thoughts. 

9. Being away from work causes Jason to feel  

a. slightly guilty. 

b. very excited. 

c. responsible. 

d. clever. 



 

6  Understanding Character 
  Feb 2009; ASC Eng/Read 
 

 

Read the following excerpt from National Public Radio about Millard Fuller, founder of Habitat 

for Humanity.  Answer the questions that follow. 

 

Fuller was a country boy from Lanett, Alabama, who started raising pigs at age 6, 

launched a marketing business, became a lawyer, and was a millionaire by the time he 

turned 29. He began having health problems and his marriage was breaking up, so as 

Fuller told the National Press Club in 1996, "After spending most of my adult life in the 

pursuit of success in law and business, I wanted to make my life count for something of 

more lasting value. So I made a radical change. Linda and I divested ourselves of our 

wealth and sought a very different kind of life — a life of Christian service." 

Fuller believed people of faith must put their faith into practice. He and his family 

moved to Zaire in 1973 to build homes, and in 1976, he returned to the U.S. and 

started Habitat for Humanity with his wife. Fuller said the key principle was to build 

simple, decent houses. 

"We want to make shelter a matter of conscience," he said. "We want to make it 

socially, morally, politically and religiously unacceptable to have substandard housing 

and homelessness." 

10.  Millard Fuller’s character is revealed mainly through 

a. his speech. 

b. his actions. 

c. both a and b. 

d. neither a nor b.  

 

11. Fuller’s beliefs show that he 

a. enjoys pig farming. 

b. dislikes the United States. 

c. is a homeless person. 

d. is a religious person. 

 

12. Millard Fuller’s actions show that he is 

a. ambitious. 

b. religious. 

c. wealthy. 

d. simple. 

 

  


