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Unit 1

Warm-up

Think of the questions before reading the texts.

1 What is your favorite literary work? Why do you like it?

2 Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, a German poet and dramatist,
once said that “The decline of literature indicates the decline of a
nation.” Do you agree with him? Why or why not?

Text A

Background Information

Terry Eagleton (1943- ), a distinguished professor at Lancaster
University in England, is one of the world's leading literary critics
and theorists. As a prolific critic, he has written several dozen
books and hundreds of articles. The most widely read is Literary
Theory: An Introduction (1983), which is a study of a wide range of
literary approaches such as Reception Theory, Structuralism, and
Psychoanalysis. The essay “What Is Literature?” is extracted from
the introduction to this book, in which Eagleton discussed the
definition and features of literature.

What Is Literature?

Terry Eagleton

1 There have been various attempts to define literature. You can
define it, for example, as “imaginative” writing in the sense of
fiction — writing which is not literally true. But even the briefest
reflection on what people commonly include under the heading
of literature suggests that this will not do. Seventeenth-century
English literature includes Shakespeare, Webster', Marvell®
and Milton; but it also stretches to the essays of Francis Bacon,

1 Webster: A4 (John Webster, 1580—1632), % [E Xk il .
2 Marvell: G4E/K (Andrew Marvell, 1621—1678), FilE A,
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the sermons of John Donne, Bunyan’s spiritual autobiography
and whatever it was that Sir Thomas Browne wrote. It might
even at a pinch be taken to encompass Hobbes’s’ Leviathan
or Clarendon’s® History of the Rebellion. French seventeenth-
century literature contains, along with Corneille’ and Racine®,
La Rochefoucauld’s maxims, Bossuet’s funeral speeches,
Boileau’s treatise on poetry, Madame de Sévigné’s letters to
her daughter and the philosophy of Descartes and Pascal.
Nineteenth-century English literature usually includes Lamb
(though not Bentham’), Macaulay® (but not Marx), Mill’ (but
not Darwin or Herbert Spencer).

A distinction between “fact” and “fiction”, then, seems unlikely
to get us very far, not least because the distinction itself is often
a questionable one. It has been argued, for instance, that our
own opposition between “historical” and “artistic” truth does
not apply at all to the early Icelandic sagas. In the English late
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the word “novel”
seems to have been used about both true and fictional events,
and even news reports were hardly to be considered factual.
Novels and news reports were neither clearly factual nor clearly
fictional: our own sharp discriminations between these categories
simply did not apply. Gibbon'’ no doubt thought that he was
writing the historical truth, and so perhaps did the authors of
Genesis, but they are now read as “fact” by some and “fiction” by
others; Newman certainly thought his theological meditations
were true but they are now for many readers “literature”.
Moreover, if “literature” includes much “factual” writing, it also
excludes quite a lot of fiction. Superman comic and Mills and
Boon novels are fictional but not generally regarded as literature,
and certainly not as Literature. If literature is “creative” or

Hobbes: ZE4ifli (Thomas Hobbes, 1588—1679), HE¥%¥%. BI¥F. HL%¥EK.

Clarendon: #HI{¢% (Edward Hyde, 1609—1674), #EBIA%. HT¥%K.
Corneille: = J31k (Pierre Corneille, 1606—1684), EETFFA. BIfEXR.

Racine: 73 (Jean Racine, 1639—1699), %:EREITER.

Bentham: il (Jeremy Bentham, 1748—1832), HEIT R, H¥R. LUFXK.

Macaulay: %% fl| (Thomas Babington Macaulay, 1800—1859), #[EBIA%. &
A BOCK IR

Mill: 24} (John Stuart Mill, 1806—1873), FLEH K. LR, BIF¥ER.
Gibbon: #7< (Edward Gibbon, 1737—1794), HEFH¥*%.
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“imaginative” writing, does this imply that history, philosophy
and natural science are uncreative and unimaginative?

Perhaps one needs a different kind of approach altogether.
Perhaps literature is definable not according to whether it
is fictional or “imaginative”, but because it uses language in
peculiar ways. On this theory, literature is a kind of writing
which, in the words of the Russian critic Roman Jakobson,
represents an “organized violence committed on ordinary
speech”. Literature transforms and intensifies ordinary
language, deviates systematically from everyday speech. If you
approach me at a bus stop and murmur “Thou still unravished
bride of quietness,”11 then I am instantly aware that I am in the
presence of the literary. I know this because the texture, rhythm
and resonance of your words are in excess of their abstractable
meaning — or, as the linguists might more technically put
it, there is a disproportion between the signifiers and the
signifieds. Your language draws attention to itself, flaunts its
material being, as statements like “Don’t you know the drivers
are on strike?” do not.

Literature, then, we might say, is “non-pragmatic” discourse:
unlike biology textbooks and notes to the milkman, it serves no
immediate practical purpose, but is to be taken as referring to
a general state of affairs. Sometimes, though not always, it may
employ peculiar language as though to make this fact obvious —
to signal that what is at stake is a way of talking about a woman,
rather than any particular real-life woman. This focusing on
the way of talking, rather than on the reality of what is talked
about, is sometimes taken to indicate that we mean by literature
a kind of self-referential language, a language which talks about
itself.

There are, however, problems with this way of defining
literature too. For one thing, it would probably have come as
a surprise to George Orwell'” to hear that his essays were to

Thou still unravished bride of quietness: 77 F 3 ER & 3 A28 - 1F 2% (John

Keats, 1795—1821) [k (F it &) (“Ode on a Grecian Urn”). AN AFS
bR R gL R WATERRIR .

12 George Orwell: 773 « BEUR (1903—1950), HE/IMEE. #HEiFER.




be read as though the topics he discussed were less important
than the way he discussed them. In much that is classified as
literature, the truth-value and practical relevance of what is said
is considered important to the overall effect. But even if treating
discourse “non-pragmatically” is part of what is meant by
“literature”, then it follows from this “definition” that literature
cannot in fact be “objectively” defined. It leaves the definition
of literature up to how somebody decides to read, not to the
nature of what is written. There are certain kinds of writing —
poems, plays, novels — which are fairly obviously intended to be
“non-pragmatic” in this sense, but this does not guarantee that
they will actually be read in this way. I might well read Gibbon’s
account of the Roman empire not because I am misguided
enough to believe that it will be reliably informative about
ancient Rome but because I enjoy Gibbon’s prose style, or revel
in images of human corruption whatever their historical source.
But I might read Robert Burns’s poem because it is not clear to
me, as a Japanese horticulturalist, whether or not the red rose
flourished in eighteenth-century Britain. This, it will be said, is
not reading it “as literature”; but am I reading Orwell’s essays as
literature only if I generalize what he says about the Spanish civil
war to some cosmic utterance about human life? It is true that
many of the works studied as literature in academic institutions
were “constructed” to be read as literature, but it is also true that
many of them were not. A piece of writing may start off life as
history or philosophy and then come to be ranked as literature;
or it may start off as literature and then come to be valued for its
archaeological significance. Some texts are born literary, some
achieve literariness, and some have literariness thrust upon
them. Breeding in this respect may count for a good deal more
than birth. What matters may not be where you came from but
how people treat you. If they decide that you are literature then it
seems that you are, irrespective of what you thought you were.

In this sense, one can think of literature less as some inherent
quality or set of qualities displayed by certain kinds of writing
all the way from Beowulf to Virginia Woolf, than as a number
of ways in which people relate themselves to writing. It would
not be easy to isolate, from all that has been variously called
“literature”, some constant set of inherent features. In fact
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it would be as impossible as trying to identify the single
distinguishing feature which all games have in common. There
is no “essence” of literature whatsoever. Any bit of writing may
be read “non-pragmatically”, if that is what reading a text as
literature means, just as any writing may be read “poetically”.
If I pore over the railway timetable not to discover a train
connection but to stimulate in myself general reflections on
the speed and complexity of modern existence, then I might
be said to be reading it as literature. John M. Ellis"® has argued
that the term “literature” operates rather like the word “weed”:
weeds are not particular kinds of plant, but just any kind
of plant which for some reason or another a gardener does
not want around. Perhaps “literature” means something like
the opposite: any kind of writing which for some reason or
another somebody values highly. As the philosophers might say,
“literature” and “weed” are functional rather than ontological
terms: they tell us about what we do, not about the fixed being
of things. They tell us about the role of a text or a thistle in
a social context, its relations with and differences from its
surroundings, the ways it behaves, the purposes it may be put
to and the human practices clustered around it. “Literature” is
in this sense a purely formal, empty sort of definition. Even if
we claim that it is a non-pragmatic treatment of language, we
have still not arrived at an “essence” of literature because this
is also so of other linguistic practices such as jokes. In any case,
it is far from clear that we can discriminate neatly between
“practical” and “non-practical” ways of relating ourselves to
language. Reading a novel for pleasure obviously differs from
reading a road sign for information, but how about reading a
biology textbook to improve your mind? Is that a “pragmatic”
treatment of language or not? In many societies, “literature”
has served highly practical functions such as religious ones;
distinguishing sharply between “practical” and “non-practical”
may only be possible in a society like ours, where literature
has ceased to have much practical function at all. We may be
offering as a general definition a sense of the “literary” which is
in fact historically specific.

13 John M. Ellis: Zyi - M. 5, EEER. HHEX.




7 We have still not discovered the secret, then, of why Lamb,
Macaulay and Mill are literature but not, generally speaking,
Bentham, Marx and Darwin. Perhaps the simple answer is that
the first three are examples of “fine writing”, whereas the last
three are not. This answer has the disadvantage of being largely
untrue, at least in my judgement, but it has the advantage of
suggesting that by and large people term “literature” writing
which they think is good. An obvious objection to this is that
if it were entirely true there would be no such thing as “bad
literature”. I may consider Lamb and Macaulay overrated, but
that does not necessarily mean that I stop regarding them as

literature. You may consider Raymond Chandler™

good of his
kind”, but not exactly literature. On the other hand, if Macaulay
were a really bad writer — if he had no grasp at all of grammar
and seemed interested in nothing but white mice — then people
might well not call his work literature at all, even bad literature.
Value-judgements would certainly seem to have a lot to do with
what is judged literature and what isn’t — not necessarily in
the sense that writing has to be “fine” to be literary, but that it
has to be of the kind that is judged fine: it may be an inferior
example of a generally valued mode. Nobody would bother
to say that a bus ticket was an example of inferior literature,
but someone might well say that the poetry of Ernest Dowson
was. The term “fine writing”, or belles lettres, is in this sense
ambiguous: it denotes a sort of writing which is generally  ambiguous thmurfy
highly regarded, while not necessarily committing you to the
opinion that a particular specimen of it is “good”.

14 Raymond Chandler: 58 - 474 (1888—1959), FEEMiH/IMI/ERK .
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Exercises

Recall

Answer the questions using the information from the text.

1 Can literature be simply defined as “creative” or “imaginative” writing? Why or why not?
2 In what sense is the language of literature peculiar?

3 What does the author think of the term “literature” in comparison with the term “weed”?
4 What are the approaches to defining literature?

Interpret

Answer the questions based on your own understanding.

1

How do you understand the statement “Breeding in this respect may count for a good
deal more than birth”?

2 What does the author mean by saying “There is no ‘essence’ of literature whatsoever”?

Evaluate & Connect

Answer the questions.

1

How do you understand literature? What do you think are the differences between

literary works and non-literary works?

2 What do you think can be classified as fine literature?
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Text B

Background Information

Arnold Bennett (1867-1931), a British novelist, playwright, critic,
and essayist, is best known for his highly detailed novels of the
“Five Towns,” an imaginary manufacturing district in northern
England. His most famous novels — Anna of the Five Towns, The
Old Wives’ Tale, and Clayhanger — are all set there. He wrote 30
novels, many of which feature ordinary people, and he was full
of affectionate sympathy to his characters. “Where to Begin” is
extracted from his book Literary Taste: How to Form It (1909).

Where to Begin

Arnold Bennett

1 I wish particularly that my readers should not be intimidated
by the apparent vastness and complexity of this enterprise
of forming the literary taste. It is not so vast nor so complex
as it looks. There is no need whatever for the inexperienced
enthusiast to confuse and frighten himself with thoughts
of “literature in all its branches.” Experts and pedagogues  pedagogue i
(chiefly pedagogues) have, for the purpose of convenience, split
literature up into divisions and sub-divisions — such as prose
and poetry; or imaginative, philosophic, historical; or elegiac, elegiac ##; =G

heroic, lyric; or religious and profane, etc., ad infinitum. But  profane titfiy
ad infinitum JCMR#; Tk

the greater truth is that literature is all one — and indivisible.
B

The idea of the unity of literature should be well planted
and fostered in the head. All literature is the expression of
feeling, of passion, of emotion, caused by a sensation of the
interestingness of life. What drives a historian to write history?
Nothing but the overwhelming impression made upon him
by the survey of past times. He is forced into an attempt to
reconstitute the picture for others. If hitherto you have failed  hitherto 2%
to perceive that a historian is a being in strong emotion,
trying to convey his emotion to others, read the passage in the

Introduction to Literature 9
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Memoirs of Gibbon, in which he describes how he finished the
Decline and Fall'. You will probably never again look upon the
Decline and Fall as a “dry” work.

What applies to history applies to the other “dry” branches.
Even Johnson’s’ Dictionary is packed with emotion. Read the
last paragraph of the preface to it: “In this work, when it shall
be found that much is omitted, let it not be forgotten that
much likewise is performed.... It may repress the triumph of
malignant criticism to observe that if our language is not
here fully displayed, I have only failed in an attempt which no
human powers have hitherto completed...” And so on to the
close: “I have protracted my work till most of those whom
I wish to please have sunk into the grave, and success and
miscarriage are empty sounds: I therefore dismiss it with frigid
tranquillity, having little to fear or hope from censure or from
praise.” Yes, tranquillity; but not frigid! The whole passage, one
of the finest in English prose, is marked by the heat of emotion.
You may discover the same quality in such books as Spencer’s
First Principles. You may discover it everywhere in literature,
from the cold fire of Pope’s’ irony to the blasting temperatures
of Swinburne®. Literature does not begin till emotion has begun.

There is even no essential, definable difference between those
two great branches, prose and poetry. For prose may have
rhythm. All that can be said is that verse will scan, while
prose will not. The difference is purely formal. Very few poets
have succeeded in being so poetical as Isaiah®, Sir Thomas
Browne’, and Ruskin’ have been in prose. It can only be stated
that, as a rule, writers have shown an instinctive tendency to
choose verse for the expression of the very highest emotion.

Decline and Fall: (%X 3&VE The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

(B EET ) B AR,

Johnson: #j#i#h (Samuel Johnson, 1709—1784), FE2EIFEE . BOLE. HAL
RSl iE e

Pope: 7## (Alexander Pope, 1688—1744), #EEFFA. WHHES

Swinburne: Hrii {12 (Algernon Charles Swinburne, 1837—1909), HE{FA.
FIHER .

Isaiah: DIFEW, AJCHT8 A ANRIE K.

Sir Thomas Browne: L5l « fiE 1 (1605—1682), HEPEA. 1EXK.

Ruskin: %'#4: (John Ruskin, 1819—1900), #E{EZR. ZARK.




The supreme literature is in verse, but the finest achievements
in prose approach so nearly to the finest achievements in
verse that it is ill work deciding between them. In the sense in
which poetry is best understood, all literature is poetry — or
is, at any rate, poetical in quality. Macaulay’s ill-informed and
unjust denunciations live because his genuine emotion made  denunciation 275 J¥3t
them into poetry, while his Lays of Ancient Rome are dead
because they are not the expression of a genuine emotion. As
the literary taste develops, this quality of emotion, restrained
or loosed, will be more and more widely perceived at large in
literature. It is the quality that must be looked for. It is the
quality that unifies literature (and all the arts).

It is not merely useless, it is harmful, for you to map out
literature into divisions and branches, with different laws,
rules, or canons. The first thing is to obtain some possession
of literature. When you have actually felt some of the emotion
which great writers have striven to impart to you, and when
your emotions become so numerous and puzzling that you
feel the need of arranging them and calling them by names,
then — and not before — you can begin to study what has been
attempted in the way of classifying and ticketing literature.  ticket Mita% T
Manuals and treatises are excellent things in their kind, but
they are simply dead weight at the start. You can only acquire
really useful general ideas by first acquiring particular ideas,
and putting those particular ideas together. You cannot make
bricks without straw. Do not worry about literature in the
abstract, about theories as to literature. Get at it. Get hold of
literature in the concrete as a dog gets hold of a bone. If you
ask me where you ought to begin, I shall gaze at you as I might
gaze at the faithful animal if he inquired which end of the bone
he ought to attack. It doesn’t matter in the slightest degree
where you begin. Begin wherever the fancy takes you to begin.
Literature is a whole.

There is only one restriction for you. You must begin with an
acknowledged classic; you must eschew modern works. The  eschew i
reason for this does not imply any depreciation of the present

age at the expense of past ages. Indeed, it is important, if you

wish ultimately to have a wide, catholic taste, to guard against  catholic iz
the too common assumption that nothing modern will stand

Introduction to Literature 11
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comparison with the classics. In every age there have been
people to sigh: “Ah, yes. Fifty years ago we had a few great
writers. But they are all dead, and no young ones are arising
to take their place.” This attitude of mind is deplorable, if not
silly, and is a certain proof of narrow taste. It is a surety that
in 1959 gloomy and egregious persons will be saying: “Ah, yes.
At the beginning of the century there were great poets like
Swinburne, Meredith®, Francis Thompson’, and Yeats. Great
novelists like Hardy and Conrad". Great historians like Stubbs
and Maitland, etc., etc. But they are all dead now, and whom
have we to take their place?” It is not until an age has receded
into history, and all its mediocrity has dropped away from it,
that we can see it as it is — as a group of men of genius. We
forget the immense amount of twaddle that the great epochs
produced. The total amount of fine literature created in a given
period of time differs from epoch to epoch, but it does not
differ much. And we may be perfectly sure that our own age
will make a favourable impression upon that excellent judge,
posterity. Therefore, beware of disparaging the present in
your own mind. While temporarily ignoring it, dwell upon the
idea that its chaff contains about as much wheat as any similar
quantity of chaff has contained wheat.

The reason why you must avoid modern works at the beginning
is simply that you are not in a position to choose among
modern works. Nobody at all is quite in a position to choose
with certainty among modern works. To sift the wheat from the
chaff is a process that takes an exceedingly long time. Modern
works have to pass before the bar of the taste of successive
generations. Whereas, with classics, which have been through
the ordeal, almost the reverse is the case. Your taste has to pass
before the bar of the classics. That is the point. If you differ
with a classic, it is you who are wrong, and not the book. If you
differ with a modern work, you may be wrong or you may be
right, but no judge is authoritative enough to decide. Your taste
is unformed. It needs guidance, and it needs authoritative

8 Meredith: #§Hiskilr (George Meredith, 1828—1909), H#E/MIEZE. #A.
9 Francis Thompson: JEEAPEHT - %% 7k (1859—1907), H[EREA.
10 Conrad: Bifif# (Joseph Conrad, 1857—1924), #EEfESR.




guidance. Into the business of forming literary taste faith
enters. You probably will not specially care for a particular
classic at first. If you did care for it at first, your taste, so far as
that classic is concerned, would be formed, and our hypothesis
is that your taste is not formed. How are you to arrive at
the stage of caring for it? Chiefly, of course, by examining
it and honestly trying to understand it. But this process is
materially helped by an act of faith, by the frame of mind
which says: “I know on the highest authority that this thing
is fine, that it is capable of giving me pleasure. Hence I am
determined to find pleasure in it.” Believe me that faith counts
enormously in the development of that wide taste which is the
instrument of wide pleasures. But it must be faith founded on
unassailable authority.

frame of mind L7&; 0%

unassailable R&E S
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Exercises

Recall

Answer the questions using the information from the text.

1 According to the author, can literature be split up? Why or why not?

2 Does the author believe Gibbon’s Decline and Fall is literature? Why or why not?

3 What do writers tend to choose for the expression of the very highest emotion?

4 According to the author, what must readers begin with when they are to form their
literary taste? Why?

Interpret

Answer the questions based on your own understanding.

1 What does the author mean by saying “Literature does not begin till emotion has
begun”?

2 The author says, “It is not merely useless, it is harmful, for you to map out literature
into divisions and branches, with different laws, rules, or canons” Why is it harmful?

Evaluate & Connect

Answer the questions.

1 The author says, “If you differ with a classic, it is you who are wrong, and not the
book” Do you agree with him? Why or why not?

2 How can we cultivate good literary taste?

14 Unit 1




