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Preface for Instructors

Like its pre de ces sors, this Portable Twelfth Edition of The Norton Intro-
duction to Lit er a ture offers in a single volume a complete course in reading 
lit er a ture and writing about it. A teaching anthology focused on the  actual 
tasks, challenges, and questions typically faced by students and instruc-
tors, The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture offers practical advice to help 
students transform their > rst impressions of literary works into fruitful dis-
cussions and meaningful critical essays, and it helps students and instruc-
tors together tackle the complex questions at the heart of literary study.

The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture has been revised with an eye to 
providing a book that is as @ exible and as useful as pos si ble— adaptable to 
many dif fer ent teaching styles and individual preferences— and that also 
conveys the excitement at the heart of lit er a ture itself.

FEATURES OF THE NORTON INTRODUCTION 
TO LIT ER A TURE

Although this Portable Twelfth Edition contains much that is new or refash-
ioned, the essential features of the text have remained consistent over many 
editions:

Diverse se lections with broad appeal

 Because readings are the central component of any lit er a ture class, my most 
impor tant task has been to select a rich array of appealing and challenging 
literary works. Among the 37 stories, 204 poems, and 7 plays in The Norton 
Introduction to Lit er a ture, readers  will > nd se lections by well- established 
and emerging voices alike, representing a broad range of times, places, cul-
tural perspectives, and styles. The readings are excitingly diverse in terms of 
subject and style as well as authorship and national origin. In selecting and 
presenting literary texts, my top priorities continue to be quality as well as 
pedagogical relevance and usefulness. I have integrated the new with the 
old and the experimental with the canonical, believing that contrast and 
variety help students recognize and respond to the unique features of any 
literary work. In this way, I aim to help students and instructors alike 
approach the unfamiliar by way of the familiar (and vice versa).
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Helpful and unobtrusive editorial  matter

As always, the instructional material before and  after each se lection 
avoids dictating any par tic u lar interpretation or response, instead high-
lighting essential terms and concepts in order to make the lit er a ture that 
follows more accessible to student readers. Questions and writing sugges-
tions help readers apply general concepts to speci> c readings in order to 
develop, articulate, re> ne, and defend their own responses. As in all Nor-
ton anthologies, I have annotated the works with a light hand, seeking to 
be informative but not interpretive.

An introduction to the study of lit er a ture

To introduce students to > ction, poetry, and drama is to open up a com-
plex > eld of study with a long history. The Introduction addresses many of 
the questions that students may have about the nature of lit er a ture as well 
as the practice of literary criticism. By exploring some of the most compel-
ling reasons for reading and writing about lit er a ture, much of the mystery 
about  matters of method is cleared away, and I provide motivated students 
with a sense of the issues and opportunities that lie ahead as they study lit-
er a ture. As in earlier editions, I continue to encourage student fascination 
with par tic u lar authors and their  careers, expanding upon the featured 
“Authors on Their Work.”

Thoughtful guidance for writing about lit er a ture

The Portable Twelfth Edition integrates opportunities for student writing 
at each step of the course, highlighting the mastery of skills for students 
at  every level. “Reading, Responding, Writing” sections at the beginning 
of each genre unit, including a thoroughly revised opener to the poetry 
unit, offer students concrete advice about how to transform careful read-
ing into productive and insightful writing. Sample questions for each work 
or about each ele ment (e.g., “Questions about Character”) provide exer-
cises for answering  these questions or for applying new concepts to par tic-
u lar works, and examples of student writing demonstrate how a student’s 
notes on a story or poem may be developed into a response paper or an 
or ga nized critical argument. New essays bring the total number of exam-
ples of student writing to thirteen.

The constructive, step- by- step approach to the writing pro cess is thor-
oughly demonstrated in several chapters called “Writing about Lit er a ture.” 
As in the chapters introducing concepts and literary se lections, the > rst 
steps presented in the writing section are  simple and straightforward, out-
lining the basic formal ele ments common to essays— thesis, structure, and 
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so on. Following  these steps encourages students to approach the essay both 
as a distinctive genre with its own ele ments and as an accessible form of 
writing with a clear purpose. From  here, I walk students through the writ-
ing pro cess: how to choose a topic, gather evidence, and develop an argu-
ment; the methods of writing a research essay; and the mechanics of 
effective quotation and responsible citation and documentation in accor-
dance with the dramatically revamped eighth edition of the MLA Hand-
book (2016). New, up- to- date material on using the Internet for research has 
been included. Also featured is a sample research paper that has been 
annotated to call attention to impor tant features of good student writing.

Even more resources for student writers are available at the  free stu-
dent website, LitWeb, described below.

A sensible and teachable organ ization

The accessible format of The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture, which has 
worked so well for teachers and students for many editions, remains the 
same. Each genre is approached in three logical steps. Fiction, for exam-
ple, is introduced by “Fiction: Reading, Responding, Writing,” which 
treats the purpose and nature of > ction, the reading experience, and the 
steps one takes to begin writing about > ction. This feature is followed by 
the six- chapter section called “Understanding the Text,” which concen-
trates on the genre’s key ele ments. “Reading More Fiction,” the > nal com-
ponent in the Fiction section, is a reservoir of additional readings for 
in de pen dent study or a dif fer ent approach. The Poetry and Drama sec-
tions, in turn, follow exactly the same orga nizational format as Fiction.

The book’s arrangement allows movement from narrower to broader 
frameworks, from simpler to more complex questions and issues, and mirrors 
the way  people read— wanting to learn more as they experience more. At the 
same time, no chapter or section depends on any other, so that individual 
teachers can pick and choose which chapters or sections to assign and in 
what order. A new, alternate  table of contents organizes literary se lections by 
topic, facilitating comparison across, as well as within genres.

NEW TO THE PORTABLE TWELFTH EDITION

Twenty- seven new se lections and a new topical  table of 
contents

 There are four new stories, twenty- two new poems, and one new play in 
this Twelfth Edition of The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture. You  will > nd 
new se lections from popu lar and canonical writers such as August Wilson, 
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Toni Cade Bambara, Philip Larkin, Lucille Clifton, Langston Hughes, 
and William Blake, as well as works by exciting new authors such as Junot 
Díaz, Kevin Young, Patricia Lockwood, Todd Boss, and Adrienne Su. A 
new, alternate  table of contents organizes literary se lections by topic, facil-
itating comparison across, as well as within, genres.

Signifi cantly improved writing pedagogy and up- to- date 
guidance on citation and documentation

Recent editions of The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture greatly expanded 
and improved the resources for student writers, including thorough intro-
ductions to each genre in “Reading, Responding, Writing,” broadened 
online materials, and new student essays. The chapters on Writing about 
Lit er a ture have been completely revised to demonstrate more by example; 
to focus on the essential moves involved in writing and interpretation, as 
well as the most frequently assigned types of writing; and to guide stu-
dents carefully through the new approach to citation and documentation 
introduced in the latest eighth edition of the MLA Handbook (2016). 
Throughout the volume, writing prompts and suggestions have also been 
revised, while new samples of student writing bring the total to thirteen.

STUDENT RESOURCES

LitWeb (digital . wwnorton . com / litweb)

Improved and expanded, this  free resource offers tools that help students 
read and write about lit er a ture with skill and understanding:

• New Pause & Practice exercises expand on the “Writing about Lit er-
a ture” chapters and offer additional opportunities to practice effec-
tive writing. Seven exercises, each tied to a speci> c writing skill, test 
students on what they know, provide instruction both text and video 
for dif fer ent learning styles, assess students on what  they’ve learned, 
and give them an opportunity to apply newly strengthened  skills.

• In- depth workshops feature > fty- > ve often- taught works from the 
text, all rooted in the guidance given in the “Reading, Responding, 
Writing” chapters.  These workshops have been updated an 
expanded for the Twelfth Edition and include rich embedded 
media to show students how lit er a ture connects with the world 
around  them.

• Self- grading multiple- choice quizzes on sixty of the most widely 
taught works offer instant feedback designed to hone students’ 
close- reading skills.
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INSTRUCTOR RESOURCES

Instructor’s Manual

This thorough guide offers in- depth discussions of nearly all the works in 
the anthology as well as teaching suggestions and tips for the writing- 
intensive lit er a ture course.

Coursepacks for learning management systems

Available for all major learning management systems (including Black-
board, Angel, Moodle), this  free and customizable resource makes the 
features of LitWeb and plus the Writing about Lit er a ture video series and 
other material available to instructors within the online framework of 
their choice.

Teaching Poetry: A Handbook of Exercises for Large and Small 
Classes (Allan J. Gedalof, University of Western Ontario)

This practical handbook offers a wide variety of innovative in- class exer-
cises to enliven classroom discussion of poetry. Each of  these @ exible 
teaching exercises includes straightforward step- by- step guidelines and 
suggestions for variation.

Play DVDs

DVDs of most of the plays in the anthology are available to quali> ed 
adopters. Semester- long Net@ ix subscriptions are also available.

To obtain any of  these instructional resources, please contact your local 
Norton representative.

AC KNOW LEDG MENTS

In working on this book, I have been guided by teachers and students in 
my own and other En glish departments who have used this textbook and 
responded with comments and suggestions. Thanks to such capable help, 
I am hopeful that this book  will continue to offer a solid and stimulating 
introduction to the experience of lit er a ture.

This proj ect continually reminds me why I follow the vocation of teach-
ing lit er a ture, which  after all is a communal rather than a solitary calling. 
Since its inception, The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture has been very 
much a collaborative effort. I am grateful for the opportunity to carry on 
the work begun by the late Carl Bain and Jerome Beaty, whose student I 
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 will always be. And I am equally indebted to my wonderful colleagues 
Paul Hunter and Alison Booth. Their wisdom and intelligence have had a 
profound effect on me, and their stamp  will endure on this and all  future 
editions of this book. I am thankful to Alison especially for the erudition, 
savvy, grace, and humor she brought to our partnership.

Thanks also to Jason Snart, of the College of Dupage, for his work pre-
paring the online resources for students. As more and more instructors 
have integrated online materials into their teaching, users of this book 
have bene> ted from his experienced insight into teaching writing and lit-
er a ture, as well as his thoughtful development of exercises, quizzes, videos 
and more. I would also like to thank Carly Fraser Doria, emedia editor for 
the Twelfth Edition, as well as Kimberly Bowers, marketing man ag er for 
both the Eleventh and Twelfth Editions.

In putting together the Twelfth Edition, I have accrued many debts to 
friends and colleagues and to users of the Eleventh Edition who reached 
out to point out its  mistakes, as well as successes. I am grateful for their 
generosity and insight, as I also am that of my wise and patient editors, 
Spencer Richardson- Jones, Sarah Touborg, and Ariella Foss. But I am also 
peculiarly aware this edition of more enduring and personal debts as well, 
which I hope it’s not entirely out of place to honor  here—to my  mother, 
Lola Mays, who died in the very midst of this book’s making, and to both 
my  sister, Nelda Mays, and my husband and in- house editor, Hugh Jack-
son, without whom I’m not sure I would have made it through that loss, 
this book, or anything  else. To them, much love, much thanks.

The Norton Introduction to Lit er a ture continues to thrive  because so many 
teachers and students generously take the time to provide valuable feed-
back and suggestions. Thank you to all who have done so. This book is 
equally your making.

At the beginning of planning for the Twelfth Edition, my editors at 
Norton solicited the guidance of hundreds of instructors via in- depth 
reviews and a Web- hosted survey. The response was impressive, border-
ing on overwhelming; it was also im mensely helpful. Thank you to  those 
provided extensive written commentary: Julianne Altenbernd (Cypress 
College), Troy Appling (Florida Gateway College), Christina Bisirri (Semi-
nole State College), Jill Channing (Mitchell Community College), Thomas 
Chester (Ivy Tech), Marcelle Cohen (Valencia College), Patricia Glanville 
(State College of Florida), Julie Gibson (Greenville Tech), Christina 
Grant (St. Charles Community College), Lauren Hahn (City Colleges of 
Chicago), Zachary Hyde (Valencia College), Brenda Jernigan (Methodist 
University), Mary Anne Keefer (Lord Fairfax Community College), Shari 
Koopman (Valencia College), Jessica Rabin (Anne Arundel Community 



PREFACE FOR INSTRUCTORS xxxix

College), Angela Rasmussen (Spokane Community College), Britnee 
Shandor (Lanier Technical College), Heidi Sheridan (Ocean County Col-
lege), Jeff Tix (Wharton Jr. College), Bente Videbaek (Stony Brook Univer-
sity), Patrice Willaims (Northwest Florida State College), and Connie 
Youngblood (Blinn College).

Thanks also to every one who responded to the survey online:
Sue Abbotson (Rhode Island College), Emory Abbott (Georgia Perim-

eter College), Mary Adams (Lincoln College- Normal), Julie Altenbernd 
(Cypress College), Troy Appling (Florida Gateway College), Marilyn 
Judith Atlas (Ohio University), Unoma Azuah (Lane College), Diann Baecker 
( Virginia State University), Aaron Barrell (Everett Community College), 
Craig Barrette (Brescia University), John Bell (American River College), 
Monica Berlin (Knox College), Mary Anne Bernal (San Antonio College), 
Jolan Bishop (Southeastern Community College), Randall Blankenship 
(Valencia College), Margaret Boas (Anne Arundel Community College), 
Andrew Bodenrader (Manhattanville College), James Borton (Coastal Caro-
lina University), Ethel Bowden (Central Maine Community College), Amy 
Braziller (Red Rocks Community College), Jason Brown (Herkimer County 
Community College), Alissa Burger (SUNY Delhi), Michael Burns (Spo-
kane Community College), Ryan Campbell (Front Range Community 
College), Anna Cancelli (Coastal Carolina Community College), Vanessa 
Canete- Jurado (Binghamton University), Rebecca Cash (SUNY Adiron-
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Introduction

I
n the opening chapters of Charles Dickens’s novel Hard Times (1854), the 
aptly named Thomas Gradgrind warns the teachers and pupils at his 
“model” school to avoid using their imaginations. “Teach these boys and 

girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life,” exclaims Mr. Gradgrind. 
To press his point, Mr. Gradgrind asks “girl number twenty,” Sissy Jupe, the 
daughter of a circus performer, to de� ne a  horse. When she cannot, Gradgrind 
turns to Bitzer, a pale, spiritless boy who “looked as though, if he  were cut, he 
would bleed white.” A “model” student of this “model” school, Bitzer gives 
exactly the kind of de� nition to satisfy Mr. Gradgrind:

Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely, twenty- four grinders, four 
eyeteeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in spring; in marshy countries, sheds 
hoofs.

Anyone who has any sense of what a  horse is rebels against Bitzer’s lifeless 
picture of that animal and against the “Gradgrind” view of reality. As these 
� rst scenes of Hard Times lead us to expect, in the course of the novel the 
fact- grinding Mr. Gradgrind learns that human beings cannot live on facts 
alone; that it is dangerous to stunt the faculties of imagination and feeling; 
that, in the words of one of the novel’s more lovable characters, “People must 
be amused.” Through the downfall of an exaggerated enemy of the imagina-
tion, Dickens reminds us why we like and even need to read literature.

WHAT IS  L ITER ATU R E?

But what is literature? Before you opened this book, you probably could guess 
that it would contain the sorts of stories, poems, and plays you have encoun-
tered in En glish classes or in the literature section of a library or bookstore. 
But why are some written works called literature whereas others are not? And 
who gets to decide? The American Heritage Dictionary of the En glish Lan-
guage offers a number of de� nitions for the word literature, one of which is 
“imaginative or creative writing, especially of recognized artistic value.” In 
this book, we adopt a version of that de� nition by focusing on � ctional stories, 
poems, and plays— the three major kinds (or genres) of “imaginative or cre-
ative writing” that form the heart of literature as it has been taught in schools 
and universities for over a century. Many of the works we have chosen to 
include are already ones “of recognized artistic value” and thus belong to what 
scholars call the canon, a select, if much- debated and ever- evolving, list of 
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the most highly and widely esteemed works. Though quite a few of the liter-
ary texts we include are simply too new to have earned that status, they, too, 
have already drawn praise, and some have even generated controversy.

Certainly it helps to bear in mind what others have thought of a literary 
work. Yet one of this book’s primary goals is to get you to think for yourself, 
as well as communicate with others, about what “imaginative writing” and 
“artistic value” are or might be and thus about what counts as literature. What 
makes a story or poem different from an essay, a newspaper editorial, or a 
technical manual? For that matter, what makes a published, canonical story 
like Herman Melville’s Bartleby, the Scrivener both like and unlike the 
sorts of stories we tell each other every day? What about so- called oral litera-
ture, such as the fables and folktales that circulated by word of mouth for 
hundreds of years before they  were ever written down? Or published works 
such as comic strips and graphic novels that rely little, if at all, on the written 
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word? Or Harlequin romances, tele vi sion shows, and the stories you collabo-
rate in making when you play a video game? Likewise, how is Shakespeare’s 
poem My Mistress’ Eyes Are Nothing Like the Sun both like and unlike 
a verse you might � nd in a Hallmark card or even a jingle in a mouthwash 
commercial?

Today, literature departments offer courses in many of these forms of 
expression, expanding the realm of literature far beyond the limits of the 
dictionary de� nition. An essay, a song lyric, a screenplay, a supermarket 
romance, a novel by Toni Morrison or William Faulkner, and a poem by Walt 
Whitman or Emily Dickinson— each may be read and interpreted in literary 
ways that yield insight and plea sure. What makes the literary way of reading 
different from pragmatic reading is, as scholar Louise Rosenblatt explains, 
that it does not focus “on what will remain [. . .]  after the reading— the 
information to be acquired, the logical solution to a problem, the actions 
to be carried out,” but rather on “what happens during [. . .]  reading.” The 
difference between pragmatic and literary reading, in other words, resembles 
the difference between a journey that is only about reaching a destination 
and one that is just as much about fully experiencing the  ride.

In the pages of this book, you will � nd cartoons, an excerpt from a graphic 
novel, song lyrics, folktales, and stories and plays that have spawned movies. 
Through this inclusiveness, we do not intend to suggest that there are no 
distinctions among these various forms of expression or between a good story, 
poem, or play and a bad one; rather, we want to get you thinking, talking, 
and writing both about what the key differences and similarities among these 
forms are and what makes one work a better example of its genre than another. 
Sharpening your skills at these peculiarly intensive and responsive sorts of 
reading and interpretation is a primary purpose of this book and of most lit-
erature courses.

Another goal of inclusiveness is simply to remind you that literature 
 doesn’t just belong in a textbook or a classroom, even if textbooks and class-
rooms are essential means for expanding your knowledge of the literary ter-
rain and of the concepts and techniques essential to thoroughly enjoying 
and understanding a broad range of literary forms. You may or may not be 
the kind of person who always takes a novel when you go to the beach or 
secretly writes a poem about your experience when you get back home. You 
may or may not have taken a literature course (or courses) before. Yet you 
already have a good deal of literary experience and even expertise, as well as 
much more to discover about literature. A major aim of this book is to make 
you more conscious of how and to what end you might use the tools you 
already possess and to add many new ones to your tool belt.

WHAT DOES L ITER ATURE DO?

One quality that may well differentiate stories, poems, and plays from 
other kinds of writing is that they help us move beyond and probe beneath 
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abstractions by giving us concrete, vivid particulars. Rather than talking 
about things, they bring them to life for us by representing experience, and 
so they become an experience for us— one that engages our emotions, our 
imagination, and all of our senses, as well as our intellects. As the British 
poet and critic Matthew Arnold put it more than a century ago, “The interpre-
tations of science do not give us this intimate sense of objects as the inter-
pretations of poetry give it; they appeal to a limited faculty, and not to the 
 whole man. It is not Linnaeus [. . .]  who gives us the true sense of animals, 
or water, or plants, who seizes their secret for us, who makes us participate 
in their life; it is Shakespeare [. . .]  Wordsworth [. . .]  Keats.”

To test Arnold’s theory, compare the American Heritage Dictionary’s 
rather dry de� nition of literature with the following poem, in which John 
Keats describes his � rst encounter with a speci� c literary work— George 
Chapman’s translation of the Iliad and the Odyssey, two epics by the ancient 
Greek poet Homer.

JOHN KEATS

On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer1

Much have I traveled in the realms of gold,
And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;
Round many western islands have I been
Which bards in fealty to Apollo2 hold.

 5 Oft of one wide expanse had I been told
That deep- browed Homer ruled as his demesne;
Yet did I never breathe its pure serene3

Till I heard Chapman speak out loud and bold:
Then felt I like some watcher of the skies

 10 When a new planet swims into his ken;4

Or like stout Cortez5 when with ea gle eyes
He stared at the Paci> c— and all his men
Looked at each other with a wild surmise—
Silent, upon a peak in Darien.

 1816

1. George Chapman’s  were among the most famous Re nais sance translations of Homer; he com-

pleted his Iliad in 1611, his Odyssey in 1616. Keats wrote the sonnet after being led to Chapman 

by a former teacher and reading the Iliad all night long.

2. Greek god of poetry and music. Fealty: literally, the loyalty owed by a vassal to his feudal lord.

3. Atmosphere.

4. Range of vision; awareness.

5. Actually, Balboa; he � rst viewed the Paci� c from Darien, in Panama.



INTRODUCTION 5

Keats makes us see literature as a “wide expanse” by greatly developing this 
meta phor and complementing it with similes likening reading to the sight-
ing of a “new planet” and the � rst glimpse of an undiscovered ocean. More 
important, he shows us what literature means and why it matters by allow-
ing us to share with him the subjective experience of reading and the com-
plex sensations it inspires— the dizzying exhilaration of discovery; the sense 
of power, accomplishment, and pride that comes of achieving something 
dif� cult; the wonder we feel in those rare moments when a much- anticipated 
experience turns out to be even greater than we had imagined it would be.

It isn’t the de� nitions of words alone that bring this experience to life for 
us as we read Keats’s poem, but also their sensual qualities— the way the 
words look, sound, and even feel in our mouths because of the par tic u lar 
way they are put together on the page. The sensation of excitement— of a 
racing heart and mind— is reproduced in us as we read the poem. For example, 
notice how the lines in the middle run into each other, but then Keats forces 
us to slow down at the poem’s end— stopped short by that dash and comma 
in the poem’s � nal lines, just as Cortez and his men are when they reach the 
edge of the known world and peer into what lies beyond.

WHAT AR E TH E GEN R E S OF L ITER ATU R E?

The conversation that is literature, as well as the conversation about litera-
ture, invites all comers, requiring neither a visa nor a special license of any 
kind. Yet literary studies, like all disciplines, has developed its own termi-
nology and its own systems of classi� cation. Helping you understand and 
effectively use both is a major focus of this book; especially important terms 
appear in bold throughout and are de� ned in a glossary at the back.

Some essential literary terms are common, everyday words used in a spe-
cial way in the conversation about literature. A case in point, perhaps, is the 
term literary criticism, as well as the closely related term literary critic. Despite 
the usual connotations of the word criticism, literary criticism is called criti-
cism not because it is negative or corrective but rather because those who 
write criticism ask searching, analytical, “critical” questions about the works 
they read. Literary criticism is both the pro cess of interpreting and com-
menting on literature and the result of that pro cess. If you write an essay on 
the play Hamlet, the poetry of John Keats, or the development of the short 
story in the 1990s, you engage in literary criticism, and by writing the essay, 
you’ve become a literary critic.

Similarly, when we classify works of literature, we use terms that may be 
familiar to you but have speci� c meanings in a literary context. All academic 
disciplines have systems of classi� cation, or taxonomies, as well as jargon. Biol-
ogists, for example, classify all organisms into a series of ever- smaller, more 
speci� c categories: kingdom, phylum or division, class, order, family, genus, 
and species. Classi� cation and comparison are just as essential in the study 
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of literature. We expect a poem to work in a certain way, for example, when 
we know from the outset that it is a poem and not, say, a factual news report 
or a short story. And— whether consciously or not— we compare it, as we 
read, to other poems  we’ve read in the past. If we know, further, that the poem 
was � rst published in eighteenth- century Japan, we expect it to work differ-
ently from one that appeared in the latest New Yorker. Indeed, we often choose 
what to read, just as we choose what movie to see, based on the “class” or 
“order” of book or movie we like or what we are in the mood for that day— 
horror or comedy, action or science � ction.

As these examples suggest, we generally tend to categorize literary works 
in two ways: (1) on the basis of contextual factors, especially historical and 
cultural context— that is, when, by whom, and where it was produced (as in 
nineteenth- century literature, the literature of the Harlem Re nais sance, Ameri-
can literature, or African American literature)— and (2) on the basis of formal 
textual features. For the latter type of classi� cation, the one we focus on in 
this book, the key term is genre, which simply means, as the Oxford En glish 
Dictionary tells us, “A par tic u lar style or category of works of art; esp. a type 
of literary work characterized by a par tic u lar form, style, or purpose.”

Applied rigorously, genre refers to the largest categories around which 
this book is organized—� ction, poetry, and drama (as well as non� ction 
prose). The word subgenre applies to smaller divisions within a genre, and 
the word kind to divisions within a subgenre. Subgenres of � ction include the 
novel, the novella, and the short story. Kinds of novels, in turn, include 
things like the bildungsroman or the epistolary novel. Similarly, important 
subgenres of non� ction include the essay, as well as biography and auto-
biography; a memoir is a par tic u lar kind of autobiography, and so on.

However, the terms of literary criticism are not so � xed or so consistently, 
rigorously used as biologists’ are. You will often see the word genre applied 
both much more narrowly— referring to the novel, for example, or even to a 
kind of novel such as the epistolary novel or the historical novel.

The way we classify a work depends on which aspects of its form or style 
we concentrate on, and categories may overlap. When we divide � ction, for 
example, into the subgenres novel, novella, and short story, we take the length 
of the works as the salient aspect. (Novels are much longer than short stories.) 
But other � ctional subgenres— detective � ction, gothic � ction, historical 
� ction, science � ction, and even romance— are based on the types of plots, 
characters, settings, and so on that are customarily featured in these works. 
These latter categories may include works from all the other, length- based 
categories. There are, after all, gothic novels (think Stephenie Meyer), as 
well as gothic short stories (think Edgar Allan Poe).

A few genres even cut across the boundaries dividing poetry, � ction, drama, 
and non� ction. A prime example is satire— any literary work (whether poem, 
play, � ction, or non� ction) “in which prevailing vices and follies are held up to 
ridicule” (Oxford En glish Dictionary). Examples of satire include poems such 
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as Alexander Pope’s Dunciad (1728); plays, movies, and tele vi sion shows, from 
Molière’s Tartuffe (1664) to Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (1964) to South 
Park and The Daily Show; works of � ction like Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s 
Travels (1726) and Voltaire’s Candide (1759); and works of non� ction such as 
Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” (1729) and Ambrose Bierce’s The Dev il’s Dictionary 
(1906). Three other major genres that cross the borders between � ction, poetry, 
drama, and non� ction are parody, pastoral, and romance.

Individual works can thus belong simultaneously to multiple generic cate-
gories or observe some conventions of a genre without being an example 
of that genre in any simple or straightforward way. The Old En glish poem 
Beowulf is an epic and, because it’s written in verse, a poem. Yet because (like 
all epics) it narrates a story, it is also a work of � ction in the more general 
sense of that term.

Given this complexity, the system of literary genres can be puzzling, 
especially to the uninitiated. Used well, however, classi� cation schemes are 
among the most essential and effective tools we use to understand and enjoy 
just about everything, including literature.

WHY R E AD L ITER ATU R E?

Because there has never been and never will be absolute, lasting agreement 
about where exactly the boundaries between one literary genre and another 
should be drawn or even about what counts as literature at all, it might be 
more useful from the outset to focus on why we look at par tic u lar forms of 
expression.

Over the ages, people have sometimes dismissed all literature or at least cer-
tain genres as a luxury, a frivolous pastime, even a sinful indulgence. Plato 
famously banned poetry from his ideal republic on the grounds that it tells 
beautiful lies that “feed and water our passions” rather than our reason. 
Thousands of years later, the in� uential eighteenth- century phi los o pher 
Jeremy Bentham decried the “magic art” of literature as doing a good deal of 
“mischief” by “stimulating our passions” and “exciting our prejudices.” One 
of Bentham’s contemporaries— a minister— blamed the rise of immorality, 
irreligion, and even prostitution on the increasing popularity of that par tic u-
lar brand of literature called the novel.

Today, many Americans express their sense of literature’s insigni� cance 
by simply not reading it: The 2004 government report Reading at Risk indi-
cates that less than half of U.S. adults read imaginative literature, with the 
sharpest declines occurring among the youn gest age groups. Even if they 
very much enjoy reading on their own, many contemporary U.S. college stu-
dents nonetheless hesitate to study or major in literature for fear that their 
degree won’t provide them with marketable credentials, knowledge, or skills.

Yet the enormous success of The Hunger Games trilogy and the prolifera-
tion of reading groups are only two of many signs that millions of people 
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continue to � nd both reading literature and discussing it with others to be 
enjoyable, meaningful, even essential activities. En glish thrives as a major at 
most colleges and universities, almost all of which require undergraduates 
majoring in other areas to take at least one course in literature. (Perhaps that’s 
why you are reading this book!) Schools of medicine, law, and business are 
today more likely to require their students to take literature courses than they 
 were in past de cades, and they continue to welcome literature majors as appli-
cants, as do many corporations. So why do so many people read and study 
literature, and why do schools encourage and even require students to do so? 
Even if we know what literature is, what does it do for us? What is its value?

There are, of course, as many answers to such questions as there are 
readers. For centuries, a standard answer has been simply that imaginative 
literature provides a unique brand of “instruction and delight.” John Keats’s 
On First Looking into Chapman’s Homer illustrates some of the many 
forms such delight can take. Some kinds of imaginative writing offer us the 
delight of immediate escape, but imaginative writing that is more dif� cult to 
read and understand than a Harry Potter or Twilight novel offers escape of a 
different and potentially more instructive sort, liberating us from the con� nes 
of our own time, place, and social milieu, as well as our habitual ways of think-
ing, feeling, and looking at the world. In this way, a story, poem, or play can 
satisfy our desire for broader experience— including the sorts of experience we 
might be unable or unwilling to endure in real life. We can learn what it might 
be like to grow up on a Canadian fox farm or to clean ashtrays in the Singapore 
airport. We can travel back into the past, experiencing war from the perspec-
tive of a soldier watching his comrade die or of prisoners suffering in a Nazi 
labor camp. We can journey into the future or into universes governed by 
entirely different rules than our own. Perhaps we yearn for such knowledge 
because we can best come to understand our own identities and outlooks by 
leaping over the boundaries that separate us from other selves and worlds.

Keats’s friend and fellow poet Percy Bysshe Shelley argued that literature 
increases a person’s ability to make such leaps, to “imagine intensely and 
comprehensively” and “put himself in the place of another and of many othe[r]” 
people in order “to be greatly good.” Shelley meant “good” in a moral sense, 
reasoning that the ability both to accurately imagine and to truly feel the 
human consequences of our actions is the key to ethical behavior. But uni-
versities and professional schools today also de� ne this “good” in distinctly 
pragmatic ways. In virtually any career you choose, you will need to interact 
positively and productively with both coworkers and clients, and in today’s 
increasingly globalized world, you will need to learn to deal effectively and 
empathetically with people vastly different from yourself. At the very least, 
literature written by people from various backgrounds and depicting various 
places, times, experiences, and feelings will give you some understanding of 
how others’ lives and worldviews may differ from your own— or how they may 
be very much the same.
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Similarly, our rapidly changing world and economy require intellectual 
� exibility, adaptability, and ingenuity, making ever more essential the human 
knowledge, general skills, and habits of mind developed through the study of 
literature. Literature explores issues and questions relevant in any walk of life. 
Yet rather than offering us neat or comforting solutions and answers, literature 
enables us to experience dif� cult situations and human conundrums in all 
their complexity and to look at them from various points of view. In so doing, 
it invites us sometimes to question conventional thinking and sometimes to 
see its wisdom, even as it helps us imagine altogether new possibilities.

Finally, literature awakens us to the richness and complexity of language— 
our primary tool for engaging with, understanding, and shaping the world 
around us. As we read more and more, seeing how different writers use lan-
guage to help us feel their joy, pain, love, rage, or laughter, we begin to recog-
nize the vast range of possibilities for self- expression. Writing and discussion 
in turn give us invaluable practice in discovering, expressing, and defending 
our own nuanced, often contradictory thoughts about both literature and life. 
The study of literature enhances our command of language and our sensitivity 
to its effects and meanings in every form or medium, providing interpretation 
and communication skills especially crucial in our information age. By learn-
ing to appreciate and articulate what the language of a story, poem, a play, or 
an essay does to us and by considering how it affects others, we also learn 
much about what we can do with language.

What We Do With Literature: Three Tips

1. Take a literary work on its own terms. Adjust to the work; don’t make 
the work adjust to you. Be prepared to hear things you do not want to 
hear. Not all works are about your ideas, nor will they always present 
emotions you want to feel. But be tolerant and listen to the work � rst; 
later you can explore the ways you do or don’t agree with it.

2. Assume there is a reason for everything. Writers do make mistakes, but 
when a work shows some degree of verbal control it is usually safest 
to assume that the writer chose each word carefully; if the choice 
seems peculiar, you may be missing something. Try to account for every-
thing in a work, see what kind of sense you can make of it, and � gure 
out a coherent pattern that explains the text as it stands.

3. Remember that literary texts exist in time, and times change. Not only 
the meanings of words, but  whole ways of looking at the universe vary 
in different ages. Consciousness of time works two ways: Your knowl-
edge of history provides a context for reading the work, and the work 
may modify your notion of a par tic u lar age.


