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Course Objectives

This course aims to help students to better understand Western
culture through short stories. We are going to discuss issues like
desire, man and woman, marriage and family, capital and commodity,
society and tradition, racial conflict, reality and representation, man vs.
nature, etc.

Requirements and Grades

Pair work: a 15-minute presentation on an assigned topic (15%),
Active participation in discussion (15%);

Final examination (70%).

Tentative Schedule

Week 1 Introduction: Reading the Short Story to Discover
Meaning
Anton Chekhov, “A Wicked Boy"
Weeks 2-3  Desire (Presentations: Psychoanalysis)
(Week 2) Frank O'Connor, “My Oedipus Complex”;
(Week 3) Katherine Mansfield, “Feuille d’Album”
Week 4 Man and Woman (Presentations: Feminism)



Weeks 5-6

Weeks 7-8

Weeks 9-10

Week 11

Weeks 12-13

Week 14

Week 15
Week 16

FHER AR

John Collier, “The Chaser”

Supplementary Story (Optional): “The Model” by
Bernard Malamud

Marriage and Family (Presentations: Feminism)
(Week 5) Kate Chopin, “The Story of an Hour”
Supplementary Story (Optional): “I Could See the
Smallest Things” by Raymond Carver

(Week 6) John Updike, “Unstuck”

Capital and Commodity (Presentations: Marxism
and Commodity)

(Week 7) Max Shulman, “Love Is a Fallacy”; Mark
Twain, “The £1,000,000 Bank-Note”

{(Week 8) D.H. Lawrence, “The Rocking-Horse
Winner”

Society and Tradition (Presentations: Marxism and
Ideology)

(Week 9) James Joyce, “The Boarding House”;
William E. Barrett, “Sefior Payroll”

(Week 10) Shirley Jackson, “The Lottery”

Racial Conflict (Presentations: Racism and Coloni-
alism)

Somerset Maugham, “Mr. Know-All"
Supplementary Story (Optional): “Fear” by Rhys
Davies

Reality and Representation (Presentations: Post-
modernism)

(Week 12) O. Henry, “The Last Leaf”
Supplementary Story (Optional): “The Scoop” by
James T. Farrell

(Week 13) Milos Macourek, “Jacob’s Chicken”;
Julio Cortazar, “Continuity of Parks”

Man vs. Nature

Jack London, “To Build a Fire”

Review

Final Examination
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Bressler, Charles E. Literary Criticism: An Introduction to Theory
and Practice. 3rd ed. Pearson Education, 2003. 1L3 . SR EH AR,
2004.

Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction. 2nd ed. Black-
well, 1996. Jb3: IMERF SRR HARAL, 2004.

Freud, Sigmund. The Interpretation of Dreams. Trans. A. A. Birill.
Intro. Stephen Wilson. Ware, Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 1997,

(Excerpts available at http://bfsutheory.blog.163.com).

—. Sigmund Freud on Sexuality. Ed. Angela Ridards. London:
Penguin, 1991.

(Excerpts available at http://bfsutheory.blog.163.com).

Grosz, Elizabeth. Jacques Lacan: A Feminist Introduction. London:
Routledge, 1990.

{Excerpts available at hitp://bfsutheory.blog.163.com).

Guerin, Wilfred L., Earle Labor, Lee Morgan, Jeanne C. Reesman,
and John R. Willingham. A Handbook of Critical Approaches to
Literature. 2nd ed. Oxford UP, 1999. Jt: SMEMF ST R BRI,
2004.

Selden, Raman, Peter Widdowson, and Peter Brooker, A Reader’s
Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory. 4th ed. Pearson Education,
1997. Jb 3 IMEBE SW 5 AR, 2004.

Tyson, Lois. Critical Theory Today: A User-Friendly Guide. New
York: Garland, 1999. 2nd ed. New York: Routledge, 2006.

(Excerpts available at http://bfsutheory.blog.163.com).
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In your 10-minute pair-work presentation, report on an essay,

a chapter of a book, or a movie related to the assigned topic for

discussion. Student A in each pair is responsible for the 10-minute
presentation and Student B for the 5-minute Q&A session that follows

the presentation.

You may choose from the following titles for your presentation on
the topic assigned to you:

Week 2:

Week 3:

Week 4:

Week 5:

Week 6:

Week 7:

Week 8:

Week 9:

Week 10:

Week 11:

Desire

Tyson, Chapter 2 “Psychoanalysis”

Tadpole (DVD)—the Oedipus Complex

Desire

The Hours (DVD)—(effects of homophobia) or Notes
on a Scandal (DVD)—(prejudice against lesbians)
Man and Woman

Tyson, Chapter 4 “Feminism”

Girl with a Pearl Earring (DVD)—(art and the muse)
Marriage and Family

Mona Lisa Smile (DVD)—women'’s place in society)
Marriage and Family

Gigli (DVD) or The Brave One (DVD)—(gender as
performance)

Capital and Commodity

Tyson, Chapter 3 “Marxist Criticism” (commodity)
Capital and Commodity

Indecent Proposal (DVD)}—(woman as commodity)
Society and Tradition R
Tyson, Chapter 3 “Marxist Criticism” (ideology)
Society and Tradition

The Pursuit of Happiness (DVD)—(the American
Dream) '

Racial Conflict

Vil
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Tyson, Chapter 11 “Postcolonial and African Ameri-
can Criticism”
Men of Honor (DVD)—(racism) or A Passage to India
(DVD)}—(white self vs. black other)

Week 12: Reality and Representation
Changeling (DVD)—(power and truth)

Week 13: Reality and Representation
Simone (DVD)—(images as reality) or The French
Lieutenant's Woman (DVD)—(fusion of representa-
tion and reality)

WAV
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Questions for Discussion

1. Fishing and the boy-meets-girl romance are juxtaposed in the
beginning of the story. What does this juxtaposition imply?

Fishing and romance are juxtaposed in the beginning of the
story to set the tone for the whole story. This should be a scene of
solemn vows and protestations, but its solemnity is “contaminated” by
a touch of playfulness of fishing, one kind of thing that is “poisoned by
something from outside.”

More importantly, fishing has something to do with being patient
for a big catch (‘that must be a big one that's biting”, “let it bite harder”)

VIII
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and also about being hooked and free of the hook. (“The perch got free
of the hook, flopped through the grass toward its native element... and
plopped into the water!”)

The saddest thing is that a fish may feel the pain and tries to fight
back to get free of the hook and escape to ‘its native element,” while
a human being, in contrast, may never feel the pain when trapped.
Some of the questions we may ask are “Who gets hooked?”, “Who fails
to feel the pain?”, “Who gets the big catch?” and so on.

2. The title of the story, “A Wicked Boy,” may be viewed as ironic.
What role does Kolia play in Ivan’s romance?

“A Wicked Boy” may be viewed as ironic (actually another tran-
slation has given the story a much more playful title: “A Naughty
Boy”"). Obviously, what Kolia demands from the young couple is sheer
blackmail: first a ruble, then some paints, empty pill-boxes, cuff-links,
and finally a pocket watch; he seems to demand more each time he
sees the two lovebirds. He also spies on them all the time, giving them
no chance to be together again without the presence of the boy—
“Wherever Lapkin and Anna Semionovna went, he went, too. He didn't
leave them alone for a minute.”

But one detail is quite revealing here: Anna's empty pill-boxes.
We don't know much about Anna, but from these “presents” to the
brother we know she is not in good health (no wonder Ivan proposes
to Anna and receives her parents’ consent right away; he may be
their big catch). As a result, it may be a mismatch for the young man,
but he doesn't have time to think about anything, because he's been
consumed with the burning desire to kiss Anna again since the day
when “their mouths inadvertently merged in a kiss” at the fishing
scene. But the “wicked boy” follows them everywhere, and there’s
no stopping him unless lvan does something drastic. That is to say,
the only “sensible” thing for him to do, from his perspective, in order to
“consummate” his simple happiness is to propose to the girl. So, in a
sense Kolia's blackmail serves as a catalyst for the couple’'s romance,
and in this sense the “wicked boy” may be viewed as ironic. After all,
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Ilvan's got what he wanted, and he’s mighty happy about it. (“Oh, what
a happy day that was!”)

3. We may also understand the title literally, not as an irony. There
are places in the story where Kolia is “staring at the young people”
or “keeping his eye on them,” etc. Is there any way to relate his
wickedness to this ever-present watchful eye? If yes, what wickedness
does the boy represent?

The ever-present watchful eye that Kolia may represent is
convention that exercises its surveillance on the young couple (and
on all of us). The customs and conventions of proper dating behavior
followed by the villagers are reinforced every time Kolia says to Anna
and lvan ‘Tll tell Mama” or “Shall | tell?” or when he keeps his eye on
them wherever they go. These conventions may be viewed as wicked
in the sense that they become the “invisible hand” that has put lvan
on a hook, of which he can never get free. He can if he wants to, but
the problem is he never feels the pain, the way the perch feels it, so
he'll never realize the need to fight back, the worst scenario in any
pitiful situation. Instead, he willingly walks into that trap convention has
set for him by proposing to Anna for marriage partly to thwart Kolia's
further blackmail, for revenge, and mostly to “legitimize” his burning
desire to kiss the girl. One lousy kiss seals the marriage, an accidental
kiss that is forbidden by convention and kept memorable by an ever-
growing curiosity to make it right, to make it official.

4. According to the narrator, “Happiness usually carries a poison in
itself, or else is poisoned by something from outside.” How do you
understand the happiness Ilvan and Anna feel when they are pulling
Kolia's ears in the end? What may be the “poison” in it?

When lvan and Anna are pulling Kolia's ears in the end, they
feel even happier than they were together with each other during
the summer. The ending highlights the irony of the whole “romantic”
relationship; namely, the motive for the marriage proposal is just an
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attempt for revenge. The so-called “bliss” from pulling Kolia’s ears
comes from the satisfaction in getting even with the boy, which is the
“poison” in this scene, for what he has put the couple through since
their first date. This “poison” has blinded the couple to the fact that
their engagement results from a mistake to equate their mutual hate
for Kolia's “wickedness” with their mutual affections for each other,
certainly a shaky foundation on which to build a life together.

5. What is the theme or central idea of the story?

There can be many interpretations about the theme, but to me it is
what the narrator tells us: “Happiness usually carries a poison in itself, or
else is poisoned by something from outside.” We must understand it on
many different levels, as we have discussed it above. Most noticeably,
the theme has to do with the ending of the story, where the couple fails
to feel the pain as they are punishing Kolia for his “wrongdoing” during
the summer. Echoing the fishing scene in the beginning of the story
to form a sharp contrast with the perch, the young people’s happiness
here has been “poisoned” by their curbed desire for love, restrained
by the invisible hand of nineteenth-century tradition of romance and
marriage. Metaphorically, the human condition sometimes can be
even worse than a fish’s survival in the natural world, for a fish can
feel the pain when hooked and thus can seek better self-protection,
while human beings may ironically feel elated when snared because
convention can numb them so that they don't feel the pain. It's so ironic
for the couple to feel happy while they are actually “hooked” or trapped
by convention. The narrator drives this point home by saying in the
end “during the whole time they had been in love with each other they
had never once felt such happiness, such breath-taking bliss as during
those moments when they were pulling the wicked boy’s ears.”

The above reading of the story is not a given; it is something
we need to discover by making connections between details within
the story and/or between the story and critical views we've learned
elsewhere. And that is what this course is really about.
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