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Preface to the Revised Edition

It has been over ten years since the book was first published. We
have learnt that there are English departments of colleges and foreign
languages schools of universities which use the book as a textbook for
their students, and some students told us that they found the book
helpful when they wrote their graduation theses and research papers.
Hearing this, we feel our work greatly rewarded.

We have improved the book, making some corrections and clari-
fications and adding some subheadings to chapters and sections so
that they could be better organized.

We are deeply indebted to Professor Niu Baoyi, Dean, and Pro-
fessor Yang Chaojun, Vice-Dean of Foreign Languages School of He-
nan University for their help in the revision and publication of the
book.

The Compilers
Kaifeng
January, 2015



Preface to the First Edition

It had long been our wish to compile a book concerning literary
theories and literary criticism as we observed how our students
needed literary theories to guide them and methods for them to make
use of in writing their graduation theses and research papers on liter-
ature. But when we set about the work we found it must be a bulky
volume that can cover the rich and varied content of literature. We
had to confine ourselves to certain aspects of it, and therefore what
this book offers is but some elementary knowledge of literary theories
and literary criticism. It introduces to the students who are studying
literature in English at colleges and universities and the other English
learners who are interested in literature, in the simplest possible way,
the value of literature, its nature, views and opinions on the essence
and function of literature, and the ways we approach literary works.
Included in the book as samples of literary approaches are some re-
search papers we wrote ourselves and essays by some critics selected
from English journals so that the students and the learners may have
articles on different subjects and of different styles for reference when
they write their own theses.

We tried to apply the Marxist stand, viewpoint and method to
our discussion of the value and nature of literature, but it was just an
attempt, and we know much work remains to be done in this respect.

We are learners of literature ourselves. The knowledge contained
in this book is that which we have acquired in our study of literature,
including the information we collected, the ideas and opinions we
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borrowed from a number of books. We are indebted to the authors,
compilers and editors whose works we have consulted.

Acknowledgements must also be made to Professor Zhang Jin
and Professor Qin Yingjun, who spent time going over the manuscript
of the book and gave us valuable advice and suggestions on the im-
provement of it. We are thankful, too, to our colleagues who have
given us help in many ways.

The Compilers
Kaifeng
October, 1998
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PART ONE THE VALUE OF
LITERATURE

As one of human creations, literature is a reflection of life and a
record of human experiences. Art and literature reveal to us the things
people treasure and admire, the things people praise and advocate as
the true, the good and the beautiful, as well as the things they fear and
hate most deeply, the things they denounce and do away with as the
false, the evil and the ugly. The beauty of a face, of a bunch of flowers,
or of a haunting landscape can be revealed in a painting in a way that
is impossible to convey in an ordinary description; a complex person-
ality can be captured in a novel or a play in a way that reveals the
person’s innermost soul; the joy or anguish of human feelings can be
transmitted with music, or drama more quickly and completely than
by other means. Without these modes of expression, human beings
would be as impoverished and as handicapped as they would be if
they tried to live without language.

Works of Art and Literature as Things Desirable and En-
joyable and as the Expression of Thoughts and Feelings

Works of art and literature are not only something we find desir-
able and enjoyable; there are feelings, emotions, and ideas that cannot
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be expressed in any way other than through art and literature. An ef-
fective literary work may seem to speak directly to us, especially if we
are ripe for it. The inner life that good writers reveal in their charac-
ters often gives us glimpses of some portion of ourselves. We can be
moved to laugh, cry, tremble, dream, ponder, shriek, or rage with a
character by watching a play acted on the stage or by simply turning a
page instead of turning our lives upside down. Although the experi-
ence itself is imagined, the emotion is real. Present-day production of
The Birds by Aristophanes and The Merry Wives of Windsor by Shake-
speare have provoked the audience to gales of laughter that have lit-
erally stopped the shows for almost minutes at a time, while the men-
tion of the ghastly sight of the wretched queen hanging herself and
the king plunging the golden brooches into his eyes in Sophocles” Oe-
dipus the King have appalled them and filled their hearts with sorrow
and sadness. A reader may be so concerned about the fate of Oliver
Twist in the hands of Old Fagin and the gang of thieves that he does
not go to have his meals until he knows the little boy was rescued and
then was adopted by Mr. Brownlow. The repressed love of Hester
Prynne in The Scarlet Letter is painful to a sympathetic reader. And a
reader is happy to read about the engagement of Darcy and Elizabeth,
in spite of the insolent intervention of Lady Catherine, and their mar-
riage in the end of the novel Pride and Prejudice. We read again and
again with unfailing delight good love poems and the poems describ-
ing the beauty of nature, and the final chapters of a good adventure
novel can make our hearts race as much as a 100-yard dash. Human
emotions speak a universal language regardless of when or where a
work was written.

The Didactic Function of Art and Literature

Art and literature provide an endless variety of inspiration in ad-
dition to enjoyment, for they are the means of making people feel



s

PART ONE THE VALUE OF LITERATURE o

truth and beauty through their senses. The highest forms of art and
literature have had the effect of exciting a noble enthusiasm and sin-
cere desire of self-sacrifice. Count Leo Tolstoy pointed out, “If art be
the means of expressing and conveying emotion, then the noblest art
must be that which expresses and conveys the noblest form of emo-
tion.” The noblest form of emotion expressed by the great writers and
artists has inspired one generation of human beings after another. The
sublime thought of caring for the broad masses of the people and for
others as conveyed in “Oh, for a great mansion with ten thousand
rooms/Where all the poor on earth could find welcome shelter,
/Steady through every storm, secure as a mountain! /Ah, were such a
building to spring up before me, /I would freeze to death in my
wrecked hut well content” by the famous poet in the Tang Dynasty
Du Fu who wrote the lines in his thatched hut wrecked by the autumn
wind and beaten by the rain streams, and in “Be the first to become
concerned with the world’s troubles and the last to rejoice in its hap-
piness” by Fan Zhongyan, a great writer and politician in the North-
ern Song Dynasty, has filled our hearts with noble emotion and en-
couraged us to make self-sacrifice for others. Percy Bysshe Shelley
wrote “Ode to the West Wind”, the subject of which is the power of
the west wind to create new life by stripping the foliage from the trees
in order to provide room for new growth and to spread the seeds for
new plants. When we read the poem we can feel the great strength
with which the West Wind sweeps across the land, driving the dead
leaves “like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing”, and charioting “the

i

winged seeds” “to their dark wintry bed” where “they lie cold and
low” until “the Spring shall blow” her “clarion o’er the dreaming
earth” and fill “plain and hill” with “living hues and odors”. The po-
litical reform or revolution, which is symbolized and manifested in
the West Wind, is sure to come to create a new world: “The trumpet of
a prophecy! O Wind, /If Winter comes, can Spring be far behind?” Our

confidence in the final victory of the revolution is thus heightened and
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our morale boosted. There are literary works which teach us moral
lessons, and the maxims given by Confucius in The Analects as well as
those in the essays by Francis Bacon give us advice on how to live,
how to treat others and how to become persons of morality. We need
political culture, instruction, that is to say, in what pertains to our re-
lation to the State, to our duties as citizens; and we need also to be
impressed sentimentally by having the presentation in legends and
novels of heroic and patriotic examples brought vividly and attrac-
tively before us. The stories of Robert Bruce, Alfred the Great, William
Tell and a lot of stories in China have the effect of exciting a noble en-
thusiasm and filling our hearts with ardent patriotism. Such heroic
struggles waged by the working people as described in Outlaws of the
Marsh, A Tale of Two Cities, etc. arouse our sympathy for the oppressed
and our indignation against those who lord over others. Many char-
acters created in poetry, short stories, novels and plays are much on
our lips, and in our hearts. The positive characters, the heroes and
heroines that contributed to the defense of the nation, the welfare of
the people and the selfless service of others are always respected by
us, while the negative characters have become the object of our con-
tempt. A thing of beauty is a joy forever. The poetry and prose por-
traying the beauty of mountains, rivers, forests, and plants by the fa-
mous Tang poets Li Bai and Wang Wei, and the Song poet and prose
writer Su Shi, as well as by a large number of English and American
writers have greatly inspired us and made us love Nature all the
more.

The Function Art and Literature Perform in Enriching Peo-
ple’s Knowledge and Broadening Their Horizons

In addition to appealing to our emotion, literature broadens our
perspectives of the world. Most of the people we meet are pretty
much like ourselves, and what we can see of the world even in a life-
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time is astonishingly limited, and the richest of lives can but touch
directly a fraction of the potential range of human experience. Litera-
ture allows us to move beyond the inevitable boundaries of our own
lives and introduces to us people different from ourselves, places re-
mote from our neighborhoods, and times other than our own. Read-
ing literary works makes us more aware of life’s possibilities as well as
its subtleties and ambiguities. The excitement with which we read
Journey to the West, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, etc. is beyond de-
scription. If we do not have the money and leisure to visit a certain
place, we can always “experience” it at second hand by reading trav-
els or literary works describing the place. The actually impoverished
experience of people can be supplemented by literature.

The study of literature is also practical, because it engages us in
the kinds of problem solving important in a variety of fields, from
philosophy to science and technology. The interpretations of literary
texts require us to deal with uncertainties, value judgments, and emo-
tions; these are unavoidable aspects of life. Literature is, therefore, not
only something we find desirable and enjoyable; it can be seen as an
absolute necessity for human survival.
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The Phenomenon of Literature as a Social
Phenomenon of Human Beings

Literature is the product of social practice (rather a particular so-
cial practice) of human beings. It does not fall from the heavens, the
product of a mysterious creation, nor is it something that comes flying
like Athena, fully grown and fully armed, from Zeus” head. The phe-
nomenon of art and literature came into being with the emergence of
human society, and no phenomenon of art and literature exists outside
human society. The phenomenon of art and literature, as the phe-
nomenon of part of human activities in society, emerged to meet the
needs of human beings in social production and social activities, and
emerged when the same activities made its emergence possible.

Engels’s Theory about the Emergence and Development
of Art and Literature

Frederick Engels, in his “The Part Played by Labor in the Transi-
tion from Ape to Man”, gives an explicit account of the development
of human brain and sense organs, and then the development of socie-
ty and the emergence of art and literature: first labor, after it and then
with it, speech—these were the two most essential stimuli under the
influence of which the brain of the ape changed, step by step, into the
brain of man. With the development of the brain went the develop-



