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Preface to the Second Edition

This revised edition of Approaching Fiction is based on the
consideration of the possibility of self study by university students
and those who are interested in English fiction with sound English
proficiency though not studying in university. In addition to
substitute of several short stories, most stories in this edition are
provided with a brief but poignant discussion written by a British or
American critic so that the reader will see clearly how a critic
approaches the story. Thinking about the popularity of
experimental fiction in the literary world, I have added a new
chapter, “New Fiction,” in order that the students get a glimpse of
how fiction rebels against the traditional notion in the 20th century
and, nonetheless, in what way(s) it shows itself to be still rooted
in social reality. I have found that documentation is commonly a
problem for students in their writing of academic papers, and thus
the section concerning citation and documentation has been
supplemented with more examples, including citations of an online
posting and other sources. Another change is that I have cancelled
“Nathaniel Hawthorne’ s ¢ Young Goodman Brown’: Historical
Imagining and Critical Responses” from the appendixes since the
Internet is getting more and more convenient and students
interested in the background information and critical responses to
this story may avail themselves from online sources. With the
cultivation of critical thinking being still the focus in the revision,
some knowledge about how a writer writes a story, that is, the
process of the creation of fiction, may also be of help in students’

— 1 —



deeper understanding of fiction. Thus Eudora Welty’s “How I
Write” is added to the appendixes.

I remain in the debt of many people who have contributed in
one way or another to the completion of the first and this revised
edition. Qian Kungiang (#38%) and Tang Cuiyun (JFFR =) have
not only offerred random but significant suggestions but also done
some work in the revision. There have been students and readers
who have microscopically scanned the book and sent me their
understandings of certain stories. I would like to extend my thanks

to them all.

Yuan Xianjun
July 10, 2009



PREFACE

For Chinese students majoring in English language and
literature, English literature is one of the compulsory and most
important courses. However, the English literature courses offered
at most universities and colleges are taught merely at the level of
learning general information and developing literal understanding.
Admittedly, such courses help them a lot in their acquisition of the
English language. But the function of English literature reaches far
beyond that. In reading English literature, a student should have
the power to discern how human beings translate their experience
into artistic expression and representation; how writers, through
their creative impulses, convey to us their insights into human
destiny and human life; and how social concern is involved in a
specific form of human imagination. In addition, students should
elevate to the level of cultivating a curiosity for the unknown,
thinking cogently and logically, expressing themselves clearly and
concisely, and observing the world around them critically and
objectively. But most students are still at a loss as to how they can
effectively analyze a literary: work by themselves in any of these
respects, even though they have read plenty of excerpts from
representative works in the British and American literary canon.
And they tend to have little idea what role the beginning part plays
in the whole story, how the plot develops and comes to resolution,
in what way point of view determines a reader’s understanding of
the story, and how. the images and symbols are related to the
theme. Upon consideration of these factors, we have compiled this
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book with the intention of cultivating both students’ literary
sensibilities and their critical power when reading English short
stories and novels. This book, intended for senior university
students and postgraduate students, not only discusses the
essential structural elements of fiction but also enlightens students
as to the basic concepts and principal terms in literary criticism
with regard to fiction. With a cherished ambition to compile the
best book available in China in this area and to make it of true
benefit to students, the compiler has carefully selected fictional
works of various styles and in different categories of subject
matter, and has referred to many an authoritative work of
criticism, assimilating important ideas from them. The
bibliography at the end of this book can serve as a source for
students’ reference in further research work on fiction as well as an
acknowledgment of my sources. Special thanks are extended to X.
J. Kennedy and Dana Gioia ( Literature, 1995); to C.Hugh
Holman and William Harmon (A Handbook to Literature, 1986) ;
to Cleanth Brooks, John Thibaut Purser, and Robert Penn Warren
(An Approach to Literature, 1964); and to the Beijing Municipal
Committee of Education for many of the valuable ideas, literary
concepts and comments, and financial assistance received in

compiling and publishing this book.

Yuan Xianjun
October 26, 2003
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Introduction

Reading a Story

A woman is sitting in her old, shuttered house. She
knows that she is alone in the whole world; every other thing
is dead.

The doorbell rings.

At one glance, we know for certain that what we have just
read is a story. If we are asked why it is a story, we may answer
immediately that it tells us something imagined rather than real,
And it has something to do with an image of people we meet in our
daily life. This may be our natural response to a story. If we are
informed of the structure of a story, we may say that it is a story
because it has a character and the character does something in a
certain place at a certain time., Although in reading such a short
story we do not come to know the character well, for a moment we
enter her thoughts and begin to share her feelings. Then something
amazing happens. The story ends with suspense, and it leaves us in
a wonder or, perhaps, in deep thought: Who or what rang the
bell? And we may even have a series of questions: Is this a haunted
house? Why is the character a woman rather than a man? Why is
the present tense used rather than the past? Why is the house old
and shuttered? Who is recounting the story? What effect is
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produced by the word “knows”? Why does the author select the
word “dead” in ending the paragraph? Why does the author arrange
another paragraph with just three words? What is characteristic of
the wording and of the sentence structure? What is the moral sense
of the story? In asking such questions and trying to answer them,
we are actually approaching the story. Like many longer and more
complicated stories, this one, in its few words, stimulates our
imagination,

To examine a story we must have a framework of ideas about
its structure and functions. In this book, we are going to read
fifteen short stories(though much longer than this one), and one
novel, and by breaking them into their parts, we shall have a
keener sense of how a work of fiction is constructed. Our analysis
will involve plot, concerning what happens; character, generally
considered a person who takes certain actions; point of view,
concerning the angle from which a story is related; setting, the
place and time in which events happen; theme, which requires us to
investigate the meaning of the characters’ action; and style,

focusing our attention upon the linguistic features of the work.

Fiction, originating from the Latin word fictio, meaning “a
shaping, a counterfeiting”, is a general term for such an
imaginative work in prose as briefly discussed above: it is a story
told in prose, a story which is assumed to be made up so as to
express and explore the author’ s feelings and ideas about life
through the imagery of characters and action. In modern criticism,
the category of fiction includes the short story, the novel, the
novella and related genres. Whether a text is fiction or not does not
depend on its length but on its structure and function. All novels,
novellas and short stories share generally the same structure with
similar basic elements. Therefore short stories are selected in our
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analysis of “fiction” for the convenience of teaching multiple texts
within a single course,

Although fiction, as the original meaning of the word
indicates, is essentially imagined (and may even be completely
counterfeited) , that does not mean that in a work of fiction there is
nothing real and that a writer of fiction may not use material drawn
from real life: in fact most of his/her material comes from or
conforms to life. But in reading fiction we are concerned not with
where the writer gets his/her material, nor even with the material
itself, but with what he/she does with it—with the pattern and
meaning he/she gives it, with how strongly he/she charges it with
emotion, with how persuasively he/she makes it embody his/her
view of life. In works such as Balzac’s The Human Comedy ,
Stephen Crane’s The Red Badge of Courage, and Tolstoy’s War
and Peace, we see a great amount of “facts”. In reading such
fiction we almost always have a sense of “verisimilitude to life. ”
But the factual information is of secondary importance..
Authenticity in fiction, in an Aristotelian sense, is authenticity to
art of fiction rather than to reality as understood from a sociological
or historical perspective. A historical novel may be based on
historical events but the focus is concentrated on quite different
things than would be found in a history book. Perhaps Novalis’s
analogy of dancing and walking—literary works and non-literary
works respectively—may well tell the major difference between a
work of fiction and a work of non-fiction: dancing is for its own
sake, while walking is a means to a certain destination. The
“facts”—what happens to whom on the literal level—are very
important in our reading of fiction. In fact, having a firm command
of the facts of a story, a novella or a novel is the first step to
approach fiction. Unless the literal facts of a work of fiction are
clearly understood, we can never construe its total meaning, not to
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speak of its significance. Nevertheless, we have to keep in mind
that the facts in fiction are not the facts in reality.

As we have said, fiction is a means, like other forms of art,
for a writer to explore his/her experience of life and to understand
his/her vision of life. We should say that the impulse that leads
people to read fiction is fundamentally the same as the impulse that
leads to its creation. The reader enters, consciously or
unconsciously, into a fuller understanding of life by reading fiction.
Fiction, while providing the reader with an aesthetic experience
produced by the writer through his/her mastery of language, also
extends the reader’s own experience of life, and at the same time

feeds his/her fundamental curiosity about life and its meaning.



Chapter One

Plot

Plot, or the structure of action, carries a variety of meanings
in modern criticism. But it generally refers to the scheme or pattern
of events in a work of fiction. The word plot has been used to
indicate almost any kind of action found in a story. The concept of
plot even in modern times is derived from Aristotle’s use of the
Greek word mythos in his definition of tragedy: mythos is the
imitation of an action(Poetics). Aristotle lists six basic elements of
the structure of tragedy but regards plot as the soul of tragedy. Of
the structural whole, plot constitutes the dynamic framework to
which the other five elements affiliate and around which the story
develops. For Aristotle, plot must assume a certain form (for
instance, the reversal of a situation, such as when the main
character moves from a favorable situation to an unfavorable one) ;
it must have a certain order of development (that is, it must have a
beginning, a middle, and an end and a certain trajectory) ; it must
involve certain agents whose actions compose its development; and
it usually has a certain social background. The gradual building of
the mental tension of the protagonist is also part of the plot, and
the inevitable change in the fate of the protagonist, or even other
characters, produces a psychological effect on the reader (or, in
traditional tragedy, the spectator). This effect consists of arousing
and purging certain feelings (catharsis). In addition, plot must
abide by the law of probability: the development of the plot in a
story must be logically probable rather than factually possible. Of

course, all these are realized by means of language.
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Aristotle’s theory of plot is based on his analysis of some
Greek tragedies, most especially Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex. The
theory doubtless applies to classical tragedy, and elements of his
concept can be found in use in many novels and stories.

However, few modern critics approach plot from this
complicated Aristotelian perspective. Plot, under the pens of
modern novelists and storytellers, has become much more flexible
than that envisaged by Aristotle. Perhaps a simple but serviceable
approach to plot is that of E. M. Foster: “We have defined a story
as a narrative of events arranged in their time-sequence. A plot is
also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling upon causality.
“The king died and the queen died, ’ is a story. ‘The king died and
then the queen died of grief,” is a plot. The time sequence is
preserved, but the sense of causality overshadows it. Or again;
“The queen died, no one knew why, until it was discovered that it
was through grief at the death of the king. > This is a plot with a
mystery in it, a form capable of high development. It suspends the
time-sequence, it moves as far away from the story as its
limitations will allow. ”(Aspects of the Novel , 1927)

Like any shapely story, the story we read at the beginning of
the introduction, though very short, involves the unfolding of a
dramatic situation: the woman believes that she is the only person
alive in the world, and it is in such a state of mind that she hears
the doorbell ringing. Here we first discern a conflict within the
woman’s mind, and then we see a conflict between her knowledge
and the outer world. A dramatic situation thus refers to the fact
that a person is involved in some conflict. The plot of a story is
abundant of such situations in which clashes of wills, desires, or
powers occur—whether it be a conflict of character against
character, character against society, one society against another,
character against some natural force, or character against himself/
herself.

Like anything, a plot, according to Aristotle ( Poetics) has a
beginning, “that which does mnot itself follow anything by causal
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