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Dual Criteria for Character Judgement in the
“Thing-Oriented Turn” Narrative Studies

Sun Shaowen

Abstract: Under the “thing-oriented turn” of narrative studies, the importance
of thing protagonists has become prominent. However, existing
character studies still take humans as the prototype for understanding
and are confined to the linguistic tradition, making it difficult to judge
whether thing protagonists in broad narrative genres qualify as

characters. This makes the reconsideration of character judgment
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criteria urgent. Peircean semiotics posits that the general nature of the
object determines the sign and its interpretant; therefore, to interpret
a certain sign within a text as a character, it is first necessary to clarify
the general nature represented by the character sign. The integration
of the latest developments in Peircean semiotics and actor-network
theory reveals that things in a broad sense possess two continuous
general natures: agency and self-reflexive subjectivity. Accordingly,
dual criteria for character judgment can be constructed: the baseline
criterion, namely the acting character representing agency; and the
general criterion, namely the anthropomorphic character representing
self-reflexive subjectivity. The dual criteria expand the category of
characters and provide a motivation for viewing thing protagonists as
characters. Their foundation in the integration of semiotics and actor-
network theory also offers methodological inspiration for * thing-
oriented turn” narrative studies.
Keywords: thing-oriented turn, semiotics, ANT, acting characters,
anthropomorphic characters
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