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A Study of Characterization in 20th-century
Chinese Literature (1950s-1970s)

Zhang Jun (Sun Yat-sen University)

Abstract In the era of reform and opening-up, characterization was often regarded a major limitation
of Chinese literature in the 1950s-1970s. However, after the 1990s, Chinese contemporary literature, having
abandoned this approach, has seldom created artistic images comparable to those in the "revolutionary liter-
ary works". Today, it is necessary for the academic community to rediscover from that era's literature the
"characterization" that can be regarded as a valuable cultural heritage. The dual "dialectic of differentiation”
based on both morality and class, the "growth" mechanisms of heroic protagonists in a self-overcoming or
win-win manner, and the characterization of villainous characters in the context of a serious play, or in an oth-
erized or comedic manner, jointly constitute the systematic approaches to character portrayal in the literature
of that period, and jointly undertake the narrative functions required by the system of social classification and
social stereotype.

Key words 20th-century Chinese literature (1950s-1970s); positive characters; negative characters;

study of characters
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