
CHAPTER TEN 

Recogn1zable People 

Crafting Characters 

w HEN WE WRITE CHARACTER-BASED FICTION-creative work that says 

something about the human condition, the type of \niting this book generally 

focuses on-characters are central to what we do every time we put pen to paper or 

begin typing on the keyboard. We want to create real people: characters that liw and 

breathe and act in believable ways-and, most import-1nt, characters whom our 

readers will find worth caring about. 
Given that characters are so critical, how do we render compelling and believ­

able characters on the page? This chapter is about just that: tips and techniques for 

creating characters that fulfill the dual requirement of being both surprising and 
convincing. 

Character is so important to the kind of writing we're aspiring to acClm1plish that 

everything is ultimately about character: showing c1nd telling., dialofi'ue, plot, concrete 

details--everyth1ng we've been discussing thus for in this book. TI,is chapter pw,ides 

an overview of characterization that is backed up bv l'\·en· other chapter in the book. 

We will start out by defining what a charactl'r is, then \\'C will lo()k at wa,·s in 

which character is revealed, both directly and indirectly_ You'll haw a chance to do 

some exercises that hdp you dd.i1w and rewal char<1etl'r. Finall,·, :,m1'll get to read 

two pieces in which tlw charactl'ri?ation is p,irtirnlarlv vivid and compelling. 

Flat versus Round Characters 

When we read ,1 book of fiction, 01w of the things we're most focused on (whether 

we realizl' it or not) is character. 'r\'s, plot is important, and so arc scene and narra­

tion, and point of view, and all the other things we've been discussing in this book, 

but whether the characters ,m' compl'lling or not is really the bottom line. Con­

sciously or subconsciously, WL' haw our radar switched on to detect signs of life. 

After all, characters arc supposed to be human bL•ings (mostly -we'll leave writing 

about animals and science fiction out for now). They are people with physical fea­

tures (red hair, size nine shoes), mental taknts (good at math, tl'rrible at French), 

and complex emotional attributes. They haw histories, pasts, memories, hopes, and 
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dreams. Even if all of this isn't made explicit in the piece itself, readers can feel the 
presence of a real, live, breathing character on the page. Nowhere else is Heming­
way's famous iceberg theory more appropriate: with characters, only 10 percent of 
what the author knows about the character actually appears in the story-but if he 
or she doesn't know the other 90 percent, then that will be apparent to the reader: 
the character will appear lifeless, not believable, flat in some way. 

The first thing we need to define is the difference between flat and round charac­
ters. Flat characters are also called stereotypes, and the hallmark of flat characters is 
that they are incapable of surprising us; they act in a prescribed way and are utterly 
consistent, without complexity. Thus the loving mother, the evil stepfather, the cruel 
boss, the happy prostitute-these are all examples of flat characters that lack the 
complexity and emotional depth of the real people we know. 

A round character is the opposite of this: he or she is capable of surprising us­
with unexpected fits of anger, or an uplifting sense of humor, or a snide remark 
about a presumed friend. But a round character also convinces us. As E. M. Forster 
says, if a character never surprises us, then he or she is flat; if characters surprise but 
do not convince us, they are only flat pretending to be round. 

An example of a fully rounded character is Gurov in Chekhov's "The Lady with 
the Little Dog" (pp. 208-220). Gurov surprises us because he is capable of falling in 
love with Anna; he tries, but finds he cannot just treat her as another run-of-the-mill 
affair. In this passage, Gurov realizes he has actually fallen in love with the woman 
with whom he thought he was just going to have a brief vacation dalliance: 

Anna Sergeevna came in. She sat in the third row, and when Gurov looked at 
her, his heart was wrung, and he realized clearly that there was now no person 
closer, dearer, or more important for him in the whole world; this small 
woman, lost in the provincial crowd, not remarkable for anything, with a vul­
gar lorgnette in her hand, now filled his whole life, was his grief, his joy, the 
only happiness he now wished for himself; and to the sounds of the bad orches­
tra, with its trashy local violins, he thought how beautiful she was. He thought 
and dreamed. 

Likewise, Connie, from "Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?" (pp. 
40-53), is a round character because she is capable-as selfish and ambivalent about 
her family as she is-of making a sacrifice on their behalf and going with Arnold 
Friend so he won't carry out his threat of hurting them. Here's the passage where 

she makes this sacrifice: 

She put out her hand against the screen. She watched herself push the door 
slowly open as if she were back safe somewhere in the other doorway, watch­
ing this body and this head of long hair moving out into the sunlight where 
Arnold Friend waited. 

It sounds like having a flat character in your piece would be a bad thing, and 
indeed a piece of creative work would be dull and ultimately fail to succeed if all the 
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characters were flat. To be Jccused of having tbt charJcters is to be .:iccused of hJ\'­

ing dull and predictJbll' work-something no llnl' wants to hl'ar. Yl't not Jll thl' 

charJcters-especially in a longl'r piece need to be full\- rounded. Sometimes the 

waiter needs to just bring the food to the table, not surprise us with his pri\"Jte 

joys and sorrows. Usually, however, we want our storil's t\1 bl' populatl'd bY rnund 

characters. 

Eschewing the General in Favor of the Particular 

With characters as well as other aspects of creJtive writing, \\'L' ah\ a\·s reject gcrwral 

statements in favor of ones that are particular and precise. Rc-1! pel1pk don't act in 

"general" ways. Although "in general" people attending funerals act sad or 

bereaved, and people attending weddings or christl'nings arc •• gcneralh • happ\. 

these things are not necessarily true of the partin1h1r. As Custa\L' FLrnbL'rt, \\Titing tn 

Guy de Maupassant, said: 

When you pass a grocer seated at his shop door, a tailor snwking his pipL>, a 
stand of hackney coaches, show me that grocer and that tailor, their attitude, 
their whole physical appearance, including also b:· a skillful descripti()n their 
whole moral nature, so that I cannot confound them with an:· other grocer or 
any other janitor; make me see, in one word, that a cert,1in cab horse dtws not 
resemble the fifty others that follow or preceded it ... there an• not in the wlwle 
world two grains of sand, two specks, two hands, or two noses exactly alike. 

-GUSTAVE fLALBERT 

Let's look at some examples of tinws that ch,irackrs act in w,1\·s that ,lrL' unique. 

and much more particular th,rn what WL''d c,pcct if we thl1ught lll a "gcrwral" reac 

tion to the prompting situations. 

Milo heaved himsl'if up from the sofa, ready for the dri\"l' b,Kk tu New York. It 
is the same way he used to gl't off tlw sofa th,1t !,1st \"l'.11" lw lin·d herl'. I k would 
get up, dress for work, and not l'VL'n go into tlw kitdwn for brl',1kf,1st -just sit, 
sometimes in his co,1t ,1s lw was sitting just now, ,md ,1t tlw last minute he 
would push himsL·lf up and go out lo the dri\"l'W,1\', usu,111\' without ,1 good­
bye, and gl'I in the CM ,md drive off t•illwr \'l'ry fast or Vl'rv slow Iv. I liked it bl'l­
ter when he made the tires spin in the gravel when he took off. 

-ANN BEATrIE, "The Cinderella Waltz" 

In this story we Sl'L' the pt1rticul,1r w-1v th.it .i rn,rn -1ds when his marriage is ending­

and the very p,irticul,ir reaction of tlw n,mc1tor, the SOllll to be l':\ wife (who Wl)Uld 

prefer thJt he show anger rJtlwr th,n1 this resigned, p,1ssiw st1d1wss). Contrast that 

with J story in which a man tries to keep the nwmmies uf his c>.. wife and children 

alive in the house as long as possible: 

There were no clothes or cosmetics, but pottl'd plants endured my neglectful 
care as long as they could, and slowly died; I did not kill them on purpose, to 
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exorcise the house of her, but I could not remember to water them. For weeks, 
because I did not use it much, the house was as neat as she had kept it, though 
dust layered the order she had made. The kitchen went first: I got the dishes in 
and out of the dishwasher and wiped the top of the stove, but did not return 
cooking spoons and pot holders to their hooks on the wall, and soon the burn­
ers and oven were caked with spillings, the refrigerator had more space and 
was spotted with juices. The living room and my bedroom went next; I did not 
go into the children's rooms except on bad nights when I went from room to 
room and looked and touched and smelled, so they did not lose their order 
until a year later when the kids came for six weeks. 

-ANDRE Dusus, 11 
A Father's Story" 

In each of these cases, we don't see general or "expected" behavior in the situa­
tion in question; we see highly specific actions and thoughts that individualize these 
particular characters. 

Cons1stent Characters? 

Once we understand about flat and round characters, it follows that one of the first 
things we have to say about characters is that consistency is not necessarily a virtue. 
True, we won't believe in a character whose behavior is all over the map, yet any 
character who fails to surprise us at all will also fail the test of being a believable, 

round character. Both are equally flawed in terms of characterization. 
What we are striving for, after all, is complexity. Human beings are indefinitely 

multifaceted and behave in ways that are seemingly contradictory. A man may love 
his family very much, yet act in ways that put them in danger-or even harm them 
himself. A woman may value her job, yet continually put it in jeopardy by seemingly 
senseless self-destructive behaviors. 

Often in a workshop there comes the phrase "not acting in character." The 
speaker of this phrase usually means it critically, as a bad thing, yet I've found that it 
can mean one of two things: either that the character is surprising us by something 
he or she is doing (which is good), or that the character is surprising us but not con­
vincing us by that surprise (which is indeed a problem). If, for example, a seemingly 
hard-boiled, cynical man is suddenly capable of true love, we will be surprised; 
whether we are convinced that this change is possible is up to the skill of the writer. 
A less sophisticated reader (and critic) will be troubled by the surprising behavior; a 
more thoughtful reader will take a moment to judge whether that surprising behav­

ior has been convincingly rendered. 

Ways of Defln1ng Character 

As with all other aspects of writing compelling fiction, you can create characteriza­
tions by either showing or telling, or (what is more likely) using some combination 
of the two. Neither is "correct"; effective characterization cdn be created either way. 
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Here are the various wavs that characters can be defined and revealed: as vou'll see, 

some of these involve straight "telling" by narrators; otlwrs can be shmvn, or dram 

atized, in scenes; and others use a combination of both showing and telling. 

What the character looks like. This is one of the most basic wavs of introducing 

and defining character: through description of his or hn ph\·sical ch,iractl'ristics vici 

straight narrative. It is rare, although not unheard of, to creJ.te compelling chciracter 

ization without so111e degree of narrative description of this type. This type ot charac 

terization method can also include descriptions of c1 charJcter's cm.'m 111111c11t JS well 

as possessions. 

The doctor was a handsome, big-shouldered man with ,1 tarnwd face. He wore 
a three-piece blue suit, a striped tie, and ivory cuftlinks. His gray hair \,·as 
combed along the sides of his head, and he looked as if he had just coml' from 
a concert. -RAYMOND CARVER, "A Small, Good Thing" 

Here we have a direct "telling" description of a LllKtm: nl)t onh· what he lnob like 

and what he is wearing, but also the aura about hin1; "he lol)ked as if he hcid just 

come from a concert" is as revealing a phrase JS the concrl'te dl'tails usL'l1 to rendL'r 

his person on the page. 

Aged and frail, Granny is three-quarters succumbed to the nwrtality the adw in 
her bones promises her and almost ready to give in l'ntirely. :-\ blY\. canw out 
from the village to build up her hearth for the night an hour ago and the kitchen 
crackles with busy firelight. She has her Bibk, for company, she is a pious 
old woman. She is propped up on sen'ral pillows in tlw bed sl't intl) tlw wall 
peasant-fashion, wrapped up in the patchwork quilt she m,1dl' bdl)rL' shl' was 
married, more years ago than she cares to rl'rncmbl'r. l wo china sp,mil'ls with 
liver-colored blotches on their coats and black noses sit on either side of the fire­
place. There is a bright rug of WO\'l'n rags on tlw p,rntiks. The grandfathl'r clo1.-k 
ticks away her eroding time. -ANGELA CARTER, "The Company of Wolves" 

Here we get a portrait of a charactn (lhl' gr,rnm· in thl' tr,1diti\ln,1l "Littil' Red Riding 

Hood" story) that is based more on her p()sscssillns than nn ,1 pln-sicc1l description \lf 

the woman herself, vet it is highlv l'ffl,l tiw; we l\111 Sl'l' lwr in lwr bt'd, we know 

things about her from the objects slw has surroundl'd lwrst'lt \\'ilh, ,md slw bcc()nWs 

a living, breathing person by the end of this brief paragraph. 

A rarity for another reason -,1 libr,irian who did not look likt' one, who wore a 
Borsalino fedorc1, his a cl,1ssic of thirty yc,irs, a Bl)g,irt r,1innMI, English boots 
John Major would covet, a black silk shirt, a vintage tie. 

Never as dashing as he wished to ap~war, howevn. Slight, short, and for sev­
eral years now the bronze-color curls gone gray ,rnd tlw romantically drooping 
eyelids of his youth now faded flags at half mast. 

-GINA BERRIAULT, "Who Is It Can Tell Me Who I Am?" 

In this story we get another physical description, but with added complexity because 

the narrator tells us that the character is aging-unhappily-and the imagery mir­
rors this mournful reality. 
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What the character says. The words that come out of a character's mouth, in dia­
logue, are a very powerful means of characterization. Not only what a character says 
(the content), but also the manner in which he or she says it, is critical. This includes 
the vocabulary, syntax, use or misuse of words, and general diction as well as any 
gesture or emotionally charged way in which a character delivers a line of dialogue. 
The use of subtext-what isn't being said, or what is being avoided-is also a rich 
mining ground for characterization. We discussed these options in Chapter 8, but 
here are some further examples: 

"I always wondered what a gold mine would look like when I saw it," Edna 
said, still laughing, wiping ~ tear from her eye. 

"Me too," I said. "I was always curious about it." 
"We're a couple of fools, aren't we, Earl?" she said, unable to quit laughing 

completely. "We're two of a kind." 
"It might be a good sign, though," I said. 
"How could it be? It's not our gold mine. There aren't any drive-up win­

dows." She was still laughing. 
"We've seen it," I said, pointing. "That's it right there. It may mean we're get­

ting closer. Some people never see it at all." 
"In a pig's eye, Earl," she said. "You and me see it in a pig's eye." 
And she turned and got in the cab to go. -RICHARD FORD, "Rock Springs" 

In this story we learn about the characters not only through what they say, but also 
through how they say it. The use of gesture and particular speech syntax poignantly 
dramatizes the easy camaraderie that this doomed relationship possesses right 
before the end, and it shows how the different ways they view their misfortune 
define them as individual characters. 

What the character does Chow she or he acts). "Actions speak louder than 
words," goes the old adage, and this can be true in characterization as well as real 
life. How a character behaves, both alone and in response to actions from other 
characters, is a critical aspect of characterization. Let's look at some examples. 

Wing Biddlebaum talked much with his hands. The slender expressive fin­
gers, forever active, forever striving to conceal themselves in his pockets, 
behind his back, came forth and became the piston rods of his machinery of 
expression. 

The story of Wing Biddlebaum is a story of hands. Their restless activity, like 
unto the beating of the wings of an imprisoned bird, had given him his name. 
Some obscure poet of the town had thought of it. The hands alarmed their 
owner. He wanted to keep them hidden away and looked with amazement at 
the quiet inexpressive hands of other men who worked beside him in the fields, 
or passed, driving sleepy teams on country roads. 

-SHERWOOD .ANDERSON, "Hands" 

Here we get a sense of this man not only from the way he moves his hands, but also 
from his reaction to the response his hands get from neighbors and townspeople. 
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In the following passage we sec how the tenderness and responsibility a 

man feels as he takes care of a baby paint a moving picture of a rich, compelling 

character: 

Jones has the baby on his lap and he is feeding her. The evening meal is lengthy 
and complex. First he must give her vitamins, then, because she has a cold, a 
dropper of liquid aspirin. This is followed by a bottle of milk, eight ounces, and 
a portion of strained vegetables. He gives her a rest now so that the food can 
settle. On his hip, she rides through the rooms of the huge house as Jones turns 
lights off and on. He comes back to the table and gives her a little more milk, a 
half jar of strained chicken and a few spoonfuls of dessert, usually cobbler, 
buckle, or pudding. The baby enjoys all equally. She is good. She eats rapidly 
and neatly. Sometimes she grasps the spoon, turns it around and thrusts the 
wrong end into her mouth. Of course there is nothing that cannot be done 
incorrectly. Jones adores the baby. -JOY WILLIAMS, "Taking Care" 

What the character thinks or feels. Depending on the point of \iew, you ma:, be 

able to convey what your character thinks or feels directly on the page (as opposed 

to indirectly, through implication, by what he or she says or dllcs). This can also be 

a very powerful tool for characterization, especially if a character spcak-c, or acts in a 

way that is different from what he or she is really thinking or feeling. 

In the following piece the character's worries define hl'r, and her thoughts betray 

her real feelings about her husband and family life: 

How was she going to get everything fed?-that was her prnblem. The dogs 
had to be fed. There wasn't enough hay in the barn for the horses and the cow. 
If she didn't feed the chickens how could they la~· eggs? \\'itlwut L'ggs to sell 
how could she get things in town, things she had to han' to keep tlw life of the 
farm going? Thank heaven, she did not h,n·e to feed lwr husband-in a certain 
way. That hadn't lasted long after their marriagL' and ,1ftt'r the babies came. 
Where he went on his long trips she did not knPw. Sometimes hc was gone 
from home for weeks, and aftt•r the boy grL'W up they ·went off togl'ther. 

-SHERWOOD ANDERSON, "Death in the Woods" 

In the following passage we gl't a wom,m's thllughts Jb()ut a blind date she is al"'Ollt 

to go on, and the association of her ideas as they t\illow tl!W uplln the other is what 

matters. We gl'l ,1 sense of who she is from obscrYing the wav she looks, to recalling 

that she 1~ not pretty but "docs hn best," to nwmorics of being an undcrti'Taduatl' in 
a strange world that didn't understand her culture: 

On Sunday she is rL•ady by four-thirty. She dot•sn't know what the afternoon 
holds; there are surely no places for "high tea"-,1 colonial tradition-in Cedar 
Falls, Iowa. If he takes her back to his placL', it will mean he has invited other 
guests. From his voice she can tell Dr. Chatterji likes to do things correctly. She 
has dressed herself in a peach-colored nylon georgette sari, jade drop-earrings, 
and a necklace. The color is good on dark skin. She is not pretty, but she does 
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her best. Working at it is a part of self-respect. In the mid-seventies, when 
American women felt rather strongly about such things, Maya had been in 
trouble with her women's group at Duke. She was too feminine. She had tried 
to explain the world she came out of. Her grandmother had been married off at 
the age of five in a village now in Bangladesh. Her great-aunt had been burned 
to death over a dowry problem. She herself had been trained to speak softly, 
arrange flowers, sing, be pliant. If she were to seduce Ted Suminski, she thinks 
as she waits in the front yard for Dr. Chatterji, it would be minor heroism. She 
has broken with the past. But. -BHARATI MUKHERJEE, "The Tenant" 

Character and Plot 

As we discussed in Chapter 9, plot is simply those things that happen in order to 
bring about a certain effect, or final outcome. Character is a big part of plot, because 
things that happen are usually happening to characters. There are a number of ways 
that characters and plot intersect. 

Character can take action (create a plot po1nt by acHngl This is the most 
obvious way that character and plot relate to each other: a character does something, 
and the story is one step closer to completion. 

In the passage below we see how the narrator's obsession with his girlfriend-

and his obsessive personality generally-drive the plot forward: 

I won't bore you with the details. The begging, the crawling over glass, the 
crying. Let's just say that 1:tfter two weeks of this, of my driving out to her 
house, sending her letters, and calling her at all hours of the night, we put it 
back together. Didn't mean I ever ate with her family again or that her girl­
friends were celebrating. Those cabronas, they were like, No, jamas, never. Even 
Magda wasn't too hot on the rapprochement at first, but I had the momentum 
of the past on my side. When she asked me, "Why don't you leave me alone?" 
I told her the truth: "It's because I love you, mami." I know this sounds like a 
load of doo-doo, but it's true: Magda's my heart. I didn't want her to leave me; 
I wasn't about to start looking for a girlfriend because I'd fucked up one lousy 
time. -JUNOT DfAZ, "The Sun, the Moon, the Stars" 

Character can he acted upon Chy others, by God, hy nature, etc.) and create 
further plot po1nts hy reading. If characters can act, they can also be acted upon: 
things can happen to them independently of their own actions-and their reactions 

to those things can cause the plot to unfold even more. 
In the following extract the plot unfolds through a character's reaction to a 

romantic overture by a fellow student: 

That night there was a knock on my door. I was in my nightgown already, 
doing our assignment, a love poem in the form of a sonnet. I'd been reading it 
out loud pretty dramatically, trying to get the accents right, so I felt embar­
rassed to be caught. I asked who it was. I didn't recognize the name. Rudy? 
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"The guy who borrowed your pencil," the voice said through the closed door. 
Strange, I thought, ten-thirty at night. I hadn't yet caught on to some of the 
strategies. "Did I wake you up?" he wanted to know when I opened the door. 
"No, no," I said, laughing apologdically. This guy I had sworn newr to talk to 
after he had embarrassed me in class, but my politeness training ran on auto­
matic. I excused myself for not asking him in. 'Tm doing my homework." That 
wasn't an excuse in the circles he ran in. We stood at the door for a long 
moment, he looking over my shoulder into my room for an im·itation. "I just 
came to return your pencil." He held it out, a small red stub in his palm. "Just 
to return that?" I said, calling his bluff. He grinned, dimples making parenthe­
ses at the corners of his lips as if his smile were a secret bet\H•en us. "Yeah," he 
said, and again he had that intent look in his eye, and again he looked on'r my 
shoulder. I picked the pencil out of his palm and was glad it had been sharp­
ened to a stub so he couldn't see my name in gold letters inscribed on the side. 
"Thank you," I said, shifting my weight on my feet and touching the doorknob, 
little moves, polite preliminaries to closing the door. 

-JULIA ALVAREZ, "The Rudy Elmenhurst Story" 

Character can remember th-ings (flashbacks). Une WIY rich SUUffl' uf d,arac­

terization-driven plotting can be found in flashbacks, gi\ing the rL'ader inftirmatiun 

about what is traditionally called "/1acksto1~1," or tlw past of thL' stt 1rv. Flashbacks are 

very important to plot-which, you mav remembL'r, is thl1se cwnts 1llT1111gt'd i11 the 

proper order the writer thinks lwst, not necessarih· chwnultigic,1I \1rder. In the lt1!lu,\·· 

ing passage from a novel, this character has a tl1shbc1ck \\ hilt• dri\ing that kc1ds tu 

him taking significant action later in the plot: 

Driving home, thinking of his mother and him when he \\',1S little mon· than ,1 
baby, a photo. First only his motlwr for a moment. Doesn't !-..now where the 
thought came from or whv the pidttrl' poppt•d in. Rut suddenh·-forgt'ts what 
he was thinking of just befon• lwr, prob.1blv nothing much ui anvthing-there 
was her face and neck and open-coll,.r top oi the sumnwr dn•ss she w,1s WL'.H­
ing in the photo and then the whok photo, b,1ek.drop and concrl'lt' gn1und and 
crossed knees included, her shoec; ,md his bMe fed, t'\"l'n tlw white border or 
frame or outline with tlw notclwd or j,1gged t•dges or wh.1tt'\"l'r one calls them 
when thl•y'rc by design kind of fr.iyL'd, tlw st vie for YL'MS tlwn, which he knows 
has a n,rnw bcc,1ust' \w recently re,1d it in ,111 ,Htick on plwtogr.1phy but forgl'ts 
or nevl'I" recorded it in his he,1d. Soml'lhing lw s.1w on tlw ro,1d sd off the 
thought? -STEPHEN DIXON, Interstate 

Character can 1magine th1ngs. J\11 often unrcrn,irked upon ,1spect of plot is tl«:it 

plot points c,111 be ne,1kd bv ,1 ch,ir,1dn's im,1gi11ing of things: ,1 fantc1s\', a dav­
dream, a dream, or a projection. 

In following passaged son's fanUisics hoil his thoughts into a c1uldrnn of ill will 

that causes him to treat his mother even worse than he had DL'en doing previously­

and also prepare him (and the readl'r) for what is coming at the end of the story. 
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He began to imagine various unlikely ways by which he could teach her a 
lesson. He might make friends with some distinguished Negro professor or 
lawyer and bring him home to spend the evening. He would be entirely justi­
fied but her blood pressure would rise to 300. [ ... ] He imagined his mother 
lying desperately ill and his being able to secure only a Negro doctor for her. 
He toyed with that idea for a few minutes and then dropped it for a momentary 
vision of himself participating as a sympathizer in a sit-in demonstration. This 
was possible but he did not linger with it. Instead he approached the ultimate 
horror. He brought home a beautiful suspiciously Negroid woman. Prepare 
yourself, he said. There is nothing you can do about it. This is the woman I've 
chosen. She's intelligent, dignified, even good, and she's suffered and she 
hasn't thought it/1111. No persecute us, go ahead and persecute us. Drive her out 
of here, but remember you're driving me too. His eyes were narrowed and 
through the indignation he had generated, he saw his mother across the aisle, 
purple-faced, shrunken to the dwarf-like proportions of her moral nature, sit­
ting like a mummy beneath the ridiculous banner of her hat. 

-FLANNERY O'CONNOR, "Everything That Rises Must Converge" 

W anl:s and Needs 

Everyone needs things: food, water, shelter. And everyone wants things: love, 

money, friendship, material possessions. Many writers believe that a key determi­

nant of a good characterization is the depiction of what the character wants and 

needs (two different things). Indeed, you could say that this is the basis of all char­

acterization: what a character desires is what drives him or her to act (or react, or not 

act), and therefore what determines the heart of a story. 

Here are some examples of characters who urgently desire something. In the first pas-

sage it's as simple as a young girl desperately wanting a good present from a grab bag: 

Having watched the older children opening their gifts, I already knew that the 
big gifts were not necessarily the nicest ones. One girl my age got a large color­
ing book of biblical characters, while a less greedy girl who selected a smaller 
box received a glass vial of lavender toilet water. The sound of the box was also 
important. A ten-year-old boy had chosen a box that jangled when he shook it. 
It was a tin globe of the world with a slit for inserting money. He must have 
thought it was full of dimes and nickels, because when he saw that it had just 
ten pennies, his face fell with such undisguised disappoir1tment that his mother 
slapped the side of his head and led him out of the hall, apologizing to the 
crowd for her son who had such bad manners he couldn't appreciate such a 
fine gift. 

As I peered into the sack, I quickly fingered the remaining presents, testing 
their weight, imagining what they contained. I chose a heavy compact one that 
was wrapped in shiny silver foil and a red satin ribbon. It was a twelve-pack of 
Life Savers and I spent the rest of the party arranging and rearranging the 
candy tubes in the order of my favorites. -AMY TAN, The Joy Luck Club 
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In the following story the m,1in char,Ktl'r is so frightl'1wd b\· \\'hell is help~wning 

aboard an aircraft thzit all she \van ts is to red ch selk gwu11d dgain. This rwl'd tl 1r 

safety drives her actions for the rest of the story: 

She was so frightened that she could onlv nod, hl'r lw,1d filll·d with the sucking 
dull hiss of the air jets and the stc1tic of thl' spc<1kl'r--.. Tlw mtin lc,111cd ,1cn1--.s her 
and squinted through the gr,1y ,1perturc of the window tP tlw \,·ing bl'\ llnd. 
"Fuck, that's all we need. There's no way I'm going to make my connection 
now." 

She didn't undcrst,md. Connection? Didn't he n•,1li/L' thl'\' \\'l'l'L' g,1ing tll die:' 
She braced herself and murmured a prayer. Voices rose in alarm. Her eyes 

felt as if they were going to implode in tlwir sockets. But tlwn tlw tl,rnll'" tlick­
ered and dimmed, and she felt the plane lifted up ,1--. if in thl' palm llt "llmt' 
celestial hand, and for all the panic, the dimly renwmberl'd pr,1, l'r", the LTil's 
and shouts, and the sudden potent reek of urine, the crisis was over almost as 
soon as it had begun. "I hate to do this to you, folks," the captain drawled, "but 
it looks like we're going to have to tum around and take her back to LAX" 

-T. C0RAGHESSAN BOYLE, "Friendly Skies" 

Finally, in this famous story we have Gregor, who has mysteriouslv turned into a 

giant cockroach, wanting above all things nut (ll bl' ,1 burLkn t11 Iii-- L1m1h. I Ii--11b"l' 

quiousness prevails throughout the story· 

It was late at night when the light finally \\'t'nt nut in tlw Ii, in~ w,1m, ,md nu\,. 
it was easy for Gregor to tell that his p,Hl'nts and his si:-ll'r h,1d stan•d up sll 
long, since, as he could distinctly hear, all three were now retiring on tiptoes. 
Certainly no one would come in to Gregor until the morning, and so he had 
ample time to consider undisturbt>d hll\\' lw:-t tP l'l',lrr,mgc his lift'. But tlw 
empty high-ceilinged room in which he \\',ls forCl'L1 tll lil' fLit ,in the fl,1,ir m,ldl' 
him nervous, without his being able to tell why-since it was, after all, the 
room in which he had lived for the past five year-; and turning half uncon­
sciously and not without a slight fL,l,Jing of sh,rnw, ,w --.l·uttlni unlkr the L-,1ud1 
where, c1lthough his hack w,1s ,1 littk' nuslwd ,llld hl' l'Ottld not r,1i:-c his !wad 
any more, he immediately felt very comfortable and was only sorry that his 
body was too wide to go completely under the couch. 

There he stayed the wholl' night, V\'hich hl' spent p,1rth in ,1 skq1y tr,lIKl', 
from which hunger pangs kept w,1king him with ,1 slc1rt, p,1rtl\' in worries ,rnd 
vague hopes, c11l of which, howt'\'t'r, kd to the Cllnclusion th,11 for tlw time 
being he would have to lie low ,llld, hy· hl'ing p,1lit'nt ,llld showing his fc1mil\' 
every possible consider,1tion, lwlp them h•,ir the incnn,·t,nil'nCt' which he sim­
ply had to cause them in his present condition. 

-FRANZ KAFKA, "The Metamorphosis" 

Characters in Relationships 

How charactl'rs behave and think ,rnd feel wlwn in a rl'l,1tionship ,vilh other charac 

tcrs is a key point of charactcri;;,;:ition. Often, ,1 ch;:ir,KIL'r will think, ;:ict, ,rnd speak 



Recognfaahle People 337 

differently depending on who else is around. Think of the way you behave when 

you're around your friends versus your parents, or your teacher (if you're in school). 

You talk differently, you act differently, you may even think and feel differently (a 

reprimand from. a social peer feels different from one from a boss, for example). 

Here are some examples of character revealed through interaction with others. 

His heart, that bloody motor, is equally old and will not do certain jobs any­
more. It still floods his head with brainy light. But it won't let his legs carry the 
weight of his body around the house. Despite my metaphors, this muscle fail­
ure is not due to his old heart, he says, but to a potassium shortage. Sitting on 
one pillow, leaning on three, he offers last-minute advice and makes a request. 

-GRACE PALEY, "A Conversation with My Father" 

We feel the affection between the father and daughter (the daughter is describing 

the father in this first person story), as well as his need to be medically precise about 

things that the narrator (a writer) uses language to describe. 

Anna was not in lilac, as Kitty had so urgently wished, but in a black, low-cut 
velvet gown, showing her full throat and shoulders, that looked as though they 
were carved in old ivory, and her rounded arms, with tiny, slender wrists. The 
whole gown was trimmed with Venetian guipure. On her head, among her 
black hair-her own, with no false additions-was a little wreath of pansies, 
and a bouquet of the same in the black ribbon of her sash among white lace. Her 
coiffure was not striking. All that was noticeable was the little willful tendrils of 
her curly hair that would always break free about her neck and temples. 

Kitty had been seeing Anna every day; she adored her, and had pictured her 
invariably in lilac. But now seeing her in black, she felt she had not fully seen 
Anna's charm. She saw her now as someone quite new and surprising, now she 
understood that Anna could not have been in lilac. 

Anna turned with a soft smile of protection toward Kitty. With a flying 
glance, and a movement of her head, hardly perceptible, but understood by 
Kitty, she signified approval of Kitty's dress and looks. "You came into the 
room dancing," Anna said. -LEO TOLSTOY, Anna Karenina 

In the above excerpt we see the protective nature of the relationship that the older 

woman feels for the younger, and the admiration bordering on adoration that the 

younger woman feels for the older. 

When he had to get up to go to the bathroom he moved like a ninety-year-old. 
He couldn't stand straight, but was all bent out of shape, and shuffled. I helped 
him put on clean clothes. When he lay down on the bed again, a sound of pain 
came out of him, like tearing thick paper. I went around the room putting 
things away. He asked me to come sit by him and said I was going to drown 
him if I went on crying. "You'll submerge the entire North American conti­
nent," he said. I can't remember what he said, but he made me laugh finally. It 
is hard to remember things Simon says, and hard not to laugh when he says 
them. This is not merely the partiality of affection: He makes everybody ldugh. 
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I doubt that he intends to. It is just that a fftatlwmatician's mind works differ­

ently from other people's. Then when they laugh, that pleases him. 
-URSULA K. LE GUIN, "The Ne½ Atlantis" 

Here we get a sense of the affection that the well man has for the sick man, how 
deeply he is pained by the illness, and his sense of impending loss. 
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