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An introduction to the study of literature

The aim of this guide is to provide the student with some gen-
eral background knowledge and specific comments on individual
works so that they can get a better understanding of Selected Read-
ings in English and American Literatures. Most of the students
majoring in English find the first step in literature study difficult. In
order to help the student overcome the initial difficulties, we would
like to offer some basic knowledge and useful tools for understanding

literature here.
I. The three uses of language

1. The practical use of language
Language has different uses. The commonest use of language is
to communicate information. That is the practical use of language.
The practical use of language is to narrow down the meaning of the
words, to confine the words to one meaning at a time, to choose one
single, exact meaning and throw the rest away. The following dia-
logue is a typical example of the practical use of language.
Myr . Smith is asking the policeman the way to Fleet Street in
London .
“Excuse me, Sir. Can you tell me the way to Fleet Street ?”
“Yes, Sir. Go straightforward , turn left at the first cross,
then turn right at the next, and you'll find the Fleet Street.”
“Thank you very much.”
“It’s a pleasure, Sir.”
Generally you would make practical use of the language to keep
1



a diary, to write letters, history books, science textbooks, etc.

The purest form of practical language is scientific language.
The scientist intends to write with a language in which every word
would have one meaning only, and for every meaning there would be
only one word. Since ordinary language does not fulfill these condi-
tions, he has invented one like this: SO, + H,O0= H,S0;.

The word “sulfurous”, if it occurred in poetry, might have all
kinds of connotations: fire, smoke, brimstone, hell, and damna-
tion. But H;50; means one thing and one thing only: sulfurous
acid.

In literature, you can also find that language is used to pass in-
formation, or to communicate with each other. Especially the dia-
logues in literary works would just play this function. For instance,
in the first chapter of Pride and Prejudice, there is such a dialogue
between Mr. and Mrs. Bennets.

“What is his name ? ”

“Bingley.”

“Is he married or single ? "

“Oh ! Single, my dear, to be sure ! A single man of large
fortune; four or five thousand a year. What a fine thing for our
girls 17

“How so ? How can it affect them ?”

“My dear Mr. Bennet,” replied his wife , “ how can you be so
tiresome ! You must know that I am thinking of his marrying one
of them.”

“Is that his design in settling here ? "

“Design ! Nonsense, how can you talk so ! But it is very
likely that he may fall in love with one of them , and therefore you

e . "
must visit him as soon as he comes .



2. The hortatory use of language

A second use of language is as an instrument of persuasion. For
instance, here is an advertisement:

“At 60 miles an hour the loudest noise in the new Rolls-Royce
comes from the electric clock.”

Other advertisements like:

“ The world smiles with reader’s digest.” (Reader’s Digest)

“Melts in your mouth , not in your hand .”— M & M chocolates

Besides advertisements, this kind of use of language can also be

found in propaganda bulletins, sermons, and political speeches.

3. The literary use of language
The literary use of the language is not primarily to communicate

information or to make somebody believe something that novels and
stories and plays and poems are written. These exist to bring us a
sense and a perception of life, to widen and sharpen our contacts
with existence, and our understanding of life. That is the literary
use of language. The literary use of language is to make full use of
the words, to take the advantage of the words’ connotations and to
enrich the meaning of the words, to reinforce the meaning, the am-
biguity and multiplicity of meanings. There are several special fea-
tures of the literary language.
(1) Make full use of the word’s connotation

The average word has two layers of meaning: denotation and
connotation. The basic meaning of the word, i. e. the dictionary
meaning of the word, is called denotation. Beyond its denotations a
word may also have connotations.

Connotation is what the word suggests beyond what it express-
es; it is the overtones of meaning. It is acquired by its past history

and association. Take the word “home” for example:



The denotation of the word is: a place where one lives.

The connotation of the word suggests: security, love, comfort
and family. So people say: “East, west, home is best.”

The words “childlike” and “childish” both mean characteristic
of a child, but “childlike” suggests meekness, innocence, and wide-
eyed wonder; “childish” suggests pettiness, willfulness, immaturi-
ty, shallow thoughts, and inconstancy.

Connotation is very important to the author, for it is one of the
means by which he can concentrate or enrich his meaning—say more
in fewer words.

(2) Saying one thing, meaning another

The following is a dialogue between two students:

A: Well, you're a pretty sight ! Got slightly wet, didn’t

you ?

B: Wet ? I'm drowned ! It’s raining cats and dogs outside ,

and my raincoat’s just like a sieve !

From the dialogue, we can see that it is not a pretty sight but a
wretched sight. And student B did not get slightly wet but very
wet. Of course he did not get drowned but only got drenched; and it
was not raining cats and dogs but water. The raincoat is not like a
sieve at all.

(3) Saying most in the fewest words

For example, when comparing Ben Jonson with Shakespeare,
Dryden says: “Shakespeare was the Homer, Jonson was the Virgil;
I admire Jonson, but love Shakespeare.”

(4) The figurative use of language

Figurative language affords us imaginative pleasure. It is a way
of bringing additional imagery into literary work, a way of making
the abstract concrete. ( For further illustrations and examples,
please refer to the elements of poetry in Part III of this introduc-

4



tion. )
(5) Multidimensional language

Literature is written in a special form of language. Besides de-
notative dimension, you may also have intellectual dimension of lan-
guage; the sensuous, emotional, and imaginative dimensions. For
instance, in the poem, “Spring”, Shakespeare paints a wonderful
picture of spring with a variety of images, which make reader see
(the colors of flowers), feel (the warmth of spring), touch (the
beauty of the season), and hear (the songs of the bird).

Literature can convey information, carry instruction or persua-
sion, but the predominant function is to communicate experience. It
is not to tell about experience; rather it is to allow the reader,
through imagination, to participate the experience, to live more ful-

ly, deeply, and richly the experience of life with greater awareness.

II. Fiction

1. What is fiction?

The word “fiction” refers to any narrative, in prose or verse,
that is wholly or in part the product of the imagination. Rooted in
the oral storytelling tradition, fiction has to do with the invented ac-
counts of the deeds and fates of people, most of them likewise in-
vented. Whatever its apparent factual content, fiction is finally a
structured imitation of life and is not to be confused with a literal
transcription of life itself. Fiction entertains, and also explores what
has been grandly called “the human condition”. Generally speaking,
fiction includes romance, stories, novels and other imaginative writ-

ings.



2. Elements of fiction
In learning to read fiction well, we must understand something
about its technique. One useful way to approach the techniques of
fiction is to describe its basic elements or characteristics: theme,
plot and structure, character, setting, point of view, style and lan-
guage, and irony. We will discuss each element separately to high-
light its special features. We should be aware that all the elements of
a story work together to convey feeling and embody meaning. Con-
sequently, we must relate our analysis of any one fictional element—
theme or character, for example, to the other elements and to the
work as a whole.
(1) Theme
The theme is the central idea or statement about life that unifies
and controls the total work. Theme in literature, whether it takes
the form of a brief and meaningful insight or a comprehensive vision
of life, is the author’s way of communicating and sharing ideas, per-
ceptions, and feelings with his readers or, as is often the case, of
exploring with them the puzzling questions of human existence,
most of which do not provide neat, tidy, or universally acceptable
answers.
Identifying theme
(A) It is important to avoid confusing a work’s theme with its
subject or situation.
(B) We must be as certain as we can that our statement of
theme does the work full justice.
(C) The test of any theme we may propose is whether it is fully
and completely supported by the work’s other elements.
(D) The title an author gives the work often suggests a parvticu-

lar focus or emphasis for the reader’s attention.



