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Preface

In the previous eight editions of this book, the preface has contained
a brief introduction to the plan of the book and some expressions of
gratitude. The ninth edition requires an expanded and more personal
preface.

Most of the loyal users of this book and its predecessors will know
that Laurence Perrine died in April 1995 after a protracted battle with
Parkinson’s disease. His death was a sad occasion for me, for his fam-
ily, and I am sure for many who since 1959 have regarded Story and
Structure with high respect and esteem.

In 1977, a few years after I arrived at Southern Methodist Univer-
sity, I received a brief note from Laurence Perrine asking me to name
a convenient day to join him for lunch off campus. I naturally pan-
icked: what had I done that my senior colleague needed to move to
neutral turf to counsel or chide me? We met at a cafeteria, filled our
trays, and sat down; instead of detailing my manifold shortcomings,
Larry asked me if I would join him in revising his series of textbooks.
My delight was even greater than my relief, and I accepted on the spot.
From that point we worked together in producing the sixth and sev-
enth editions of Story and Structure, and I graduated from being “with
the assistance of” to coauthor for the eighth, with chief responsibility
for selecting stories and revising the text.

Because of his health, Larry was not able to be as involved in the
two latest revisions of the book, although as late as February 1995 he
was still making suggestions that he thought worth considering for the
new edition. Over the years that we worked together, he expressed his
confidence in my knowing how the book works, and how individual
stories function in the book. I hope that his confidence will be justified
by the decisions I have made in this edition.

Story and Structure is designed for the college student who is be-
ginning a serious study of fiction. Our initial assumption is that some
stories repay more richly than others the time and effort expended in
reading them, and our objective is to help the student identify, under-
stand, enjoy, and prefer such stories. To this end, the book examines
the major elements of fiction and suggests some criteria for judgment.
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A short story is a short fiction. Attempts to define it more narrowly
prove unsuccessful, for exceptions always exist that escape the definer’s
net. No such attempt is made here. Our interest is in the art of fiction,
in understanding and enjoying and making judgments about it.
Though short stories are used for illustration, the elements discussed
are to be found in all fiction.

The ninth edition of Story and Structure maintains the balance be-
tween classic and contemporary practitioners of the short story and
continues to offer a wide sampling of vicarious experiences through
the work of women as well as men, ethnic minorities as well as other
American and European authors. One innovation is the inclusion of
a group of three novellas constituting Part 3 of this book, where stu-
dents may try out their knowledge and skill on longer and more com-
plex fictional forms.

A book of such enduring usefulness grows through time and ad-
vice, and the debts to the helpful attention of others are now innumer-
able. With Larry, I wish to thank especially his wife Catherine. I have
also been given valued assistance by my two editors at Harcourt
Brace, Helen Triller and John Meyers. But as the sole signatory, I must
of course reserve most of my gratitude for Laurence Perrine.

—T.R.A.
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CHAPTER ONE

Escape and Interpretation

The first question to ask about fiction is, Why bother to read it?
With life as short as it is, with so many pressing demands on our time,
with books of information, instruction, and discussion waiting to be
read, why should we spend precious time on works of imagination? The
eternal answers to this question are two: enjoyment and understanding.

Since the invention of language, people have taken pleasure in
following and participating in the imaginary adventures and imagi-
nary experiences of imaginary men and women. Whatever—without
causing harm—serves to make life less tedious, to make the hours
pass more quickly and pleasurably, surely needs nothing else to rec-
ommend it. Enjoyment—and ever more enjoyment—is the first aim
and justification of reading fiction.

But, unless fiction gives something more than pleasure, it hardly
justifies itself as a subject of serious study. Unless it expands or refines
our minds or quickens our sense of life, its value is not appreciably
greater than that of video games, bridge, or Ping-Pong. To have a
compelling claim on our attention, it must yield not only enjoyment
but also understanding.

The experience of humankind through the ages is that literature
may furnish such understanding and do so effectively—that the de-
piction of imagined experiences can provide authentic insights. “The
truest history,” said Diderot of the novels of Samuel Richardson, “is
full of falsehoods, and your romance is full of truths.” But the bulk of
fiction does not present such insights. Only some does. Initially, there-
fore, fiction may be classified into two broad categories: literature of
escape and literature of interpretation.

Escape literature is that written purely for entertainment—to
help us pass the time agreeably. Interpretive literature is written to
broaden and deepen and sharpen our awareness of life. Escape litera-
ture takes us away from the real world: it enables us temporarily to
forget our troubles. Interpretive literature takes us, through the imag-
ination, deeper inzo the real world: it enables us to understand our
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troubles. Escape literature has pleasure as its only object. Interpretive
literature has as its object pleasure plus understanding.

Having established a distinction, however, we must not exagger-
ate or oversimplify it. Escape and interpretation are not two great
bins, into one or the other of which we can toss any given story. Rather,
they are opposite ends of a scale—the two poles between which the
world of fiction spins. The difference between them does not lie in the
absence or presence of a “moral.” The story that in all of its incidents
and characters is shallow may have an unimpeachable moral, while
the interpretive story may have no moral at all in any conventional
sense. The difference does not lie in the absence or presence of “facts.”
The historical romance may be full of historical information and yet
be pure escape in its depiction of human behavior. The difference
does not lie in the presence or absence of an element of fantasy. The
escape story may have a surface appearance of everyday reality, while
the tale of seeming wildest fancy may press home on us some sudden
truth. The difference between the two kinds of literature is deeper and
more subtle than any of these distinctions. A story is interpretive to
the extent that it truly illuminates some aspect of human life or be-
havior. An interpretive story presents an insight—large or small—into
the nature and conditions of our existence. It gives us a keener aware-
ness of what it is to be a human being in a universe sometimes friendly,
sometimes hostile. It helps us to understand our world, our neigh-
bors, and ourselves.

Perhaps we can clarify the difference by suggestion. Escape writ-
ers are like inventors who devise a contrivance for our diversion. When
we push the button, lights flash, bells ring, and cardboard figures
move jerkily across a painted horizon. Interpretive writers are discov-
erers: they take us out into the midst of life and say, “Look, here is the
world!” Escape writers are full of tricks and surprises: they pull rab-
bits out of hats, saw beautiful women in two, and snatch brightly col-
ored balls out of the air. Interpretive writers take us behind the scenes,
where they show us the props and mirrors and seek to make clear the
illusions. This is not to say that interpretive writers are merely re-
porters. More surely than escape writers they shape and give form to
their materials. But they shape and form them always with the intent
that we may see, feel, and understand them better, not for the primary
purpose of furnishing entertainment.

Now just as there are two opposite extremes of fiction, there are
also two poles between which different kinds of readers move. At one
extreme are readers who find their demands gratified by escape fiction.
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Even when they suppose that they are reading for interpretation, they
expect that what they read will return them always some pleasant or
exciting image of the world or some flattering image of themselves.
Our early reading experiences are likely to be with stories such as that
of Cinderella, whose fairy godmother transforms a pumpkin and some
mice into a coach-and-four, whose slim foot is the only one that fits
the crystal slipper, who rises superior to her cruel stepmother and
taunting stepsisters to marry and “live happily ever after” with the
charming prince, and who—never for a moment anything but sweet
and virtuous—forgives her former tormenters.

Though most people move on from fairy tales into a seemingly
more adult kind of reading, if they find themselves wholly satisfied
with escape literature they may not have progressed as much as they
suppose. The element of unreality in fiction does not lie primarily in
magic wands and fairy godmothers but in a superficial treatment of
life. The story of a poor but honest, hardworking shopgirl who is lifted
from the painful conditions of her work and home life by a handsome
young suitor from the upper classes may be as truly a Cinderella story
as the one we read in childhood, though its setting is Memphis rather
than a kingdom by the sea. Unfortunately, some readers never accept
the challenges of interpretive literature and remain contented with es-
capist fairy tales, however transformed their settings and actions.

Those who prefer escape literature often make fixed demands of
every story and feel frustrated and disappointed unless those de-
mands are satisfied. Often they stick to one type of subject matter.
Instead of being receptive to any story that puts human beings in hu-
man situations, they read only crime stories, or love stories, or science
fiction. If they are willing to explore a wider range of experience, they
may still unconsciously want every story to conform to certain formu-
lated expectations. Among the most common of these expectations
are (a) a sympathetic hero or heroine—one with whom the reader can
identify and whose adventures and triumphs the reader can share; (b)
a plot in which something exciting is always happening and in which
there is a strong element of suspense; (c) a happy outcome that sends
the reader away undisturbed and optimistic about the world; (d) a
theme—if the story has a theme—that confirms the reader’s already-
held opinions of the world.

There is nothing intrinsically wrong with any of these character-
istics as story elements. Significant fiction has been written having
all of them. But if they become a rigid set of requirements and form
the basis for deciding the value of a story, they drastically reduce the



