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Introduction to Literature

Outcomes : By the completion of this tutorial, you will be able to :

1. Define literature ;

2. Identify literary trends and their features ;

3. Outline the characteristics of literary criticism ;

4. Read and appreciate literay works of high merit. 

Food-for-Thought Questions

1. What is literature ?

2. Why is it important to study literature ?

3.  Does literature make us human ?

4. In what way can we claim that literature contributes to our civilization ?

5. Does literature depict beauty and/ or truth ?

6. Is it true that literature is about ordinary people and events but told extraordinarily ?

Points to Ponder & Wonder

English owes so much to William Shakespeare. One wonders ‘‘Who would have known and/ or spoken English if Shakespeare did not write his 37 plays and very many sonnets ?’’  And   Who does not quote ‘‘To be or not to be? That is the question’’. In all fairness,  English was not particularly bound to be a language of wider communication if it had not been for Shakespeare’s tremendous literary contribution. Thanks to his creative, innovative, rich literary legacy,  English has attested and confirmed its status of lingua franca. No linguist worth his salt would claim that English has become World’s number one language only because of its simple grammar, nor can he assert that it is due to its rhythmic, amusing pronunciation. Hence, one can boldly put claim that English has become spoken all around the world thanks to those creative, inimitable productions in poetry and drama by one man : William Shakespeare.

Introduction

Literature derives from the Latin root Littera, letter of the alphabet. It refers to Man’s creative writings that are valued as works of artistic merit (Bashar, 2014).  In academia, it indicates also the sum of specialized written production that treats a particular issue of academic relevance (Bashar, 2014). In this tutorial, we are rather interested in the first type, which includes novels, poetry and drama. In Arabic, literature is ‘‘el-Adeb’’ ‘‘دبالأ’’, which literally means ‘‘refined manners’’. Literature was then thought to educate people how to refine their character, social behavior, and artistic tastes and preferences. Refinement of the human character was the role of literature in an Arab society defined primarily by poetry and bravery.

The present tutorial, which is composite in nature,  intends to introduce you to the realm of literature and literary criticism. It is within the scope of this tutorial to encourage you to read literature (at leasure and as part of the curriculum) and major in literary studies. Remember ‘‘Those who read more, read better, write better, have larger vocabularies, spell better, and have more competence in grammar’’ (Guzzetti  2002 : 569). So, go ahead and tackle the issue of literature head-on.

Definitions of Literature

1. Dictionary Definition : Merriem-Webster Online Dictionary defines literature as

The written works (such as poems, plays, and novels) that are considered to be very good and to have lasting importance

The  books, articles, etc., about a particular subject

The printed materials (such as booklets, leaflets, and brochures) that provide information about something   

Literary Genres : The three broadest categories of genre include poetry, drama, and (prose)  fiction.
Prose Fiction : Fiction is the form of any work that deals, in part or in whole, with information or events that are not real, but rather, imaginary and theoretical—that is, invented by the author (Wikipedia). 
Poetry : it is a  variable literary genre characterized by rhythmical patterns of language. These patterns typically consist of patterns of meter (regular patterns of high and low stress), syllabification (the number of syllables in each line of text), rhyme, alliteration, or combinations of these elements. The poem typically involves figurative language such as schemes and tropes, and the poem may bend (or outright break) the conventions of normal communicative speech in the attempt to embody an original idea or convey a linguistic experience. Many modern students mistakenly believe that rhyme is the dominant feature separating poetry from prose (non-poetic) writings. However, rhyme is actually a fairly recent addition to poetry. In classical Greece and Rome, meter was the trait that separated poetry from prose.
Drama :  composition in prose or verse presenting, in pantomime and dialogue, a narrative involving conflict between a character or characters and some external or internal force. Playwrights usually design dramas for presentation on a stage in front of an audience. Aristotle called drama "imitated human action." The mid-sixteenth century in England in particular was one of the greatest periods of world drama. In traditional Greek drama, as defined by Aristotle, a play was to consist of five acts and follow the three dramatic unities. In more recent drama (i.e., during the last two centuries), plays have frequently consisted of three acts. 
Elements of Fiction : In her book Elements of Fiction Description, Wood (1999: 1) states ‘‘When you write, you create a fictional world’’. In other words , ‘‘ When you write a story, you offer an account of  a chain of events,  the characters that inhibit those events, and the places in which those events occur’’ (ibid.). In wide brief, the elements of fiction are the components of the story.

Characters : representation of a person, place, or thing performing traditionally human activities or functions in a work of fiction

· Protagonist - The character the story revolves around. 

· Antagonist - A character or force that opposes the protagonist. 

· Minor character - Often provides support and illuminates the protagonist. 

· Static character - A character that remains the same. 

· Dynamic character - A character that changes in some important way. 

· Characterization - The choices an author makes to reveal a character’s personality, such as appearance, actions, dialogue, and motivations. 

Plot : The plot can be defined as  ‘‘ the arrangement of ideas and/or incidents that make up a story’’

· Foreshadowing - When the writer clues the reader in to something that will eventually occur in the story; it may be explicit (obvious) or implied (disguised). 

· Suspense - The tension that the author uses to create a feeling of discomfort about the unknown 

· Conflict - Struggle between opposing forces. 

· Exposition - Background information regarding the setting, characters, plot. 

· Rising Action - The process the story follows as it builds to its main conflict 

· Crisis - A significant turning point in the story that determines how it must end 

· Resolution/Denouement - The way the story turns out. 

Setting : the place or location of the action. The setting provides the historical and cultural context for characters. It often can symbolize the emotional state of characters. Example – In Poe’s The Fall of the House of Usher, the crumbling old mansion reflects the decaying state of both the family and the narrator’s mind. We also see this type of emphasis on setting in Thomas Mann’s Death in Venice.

Point of View : pertains to who tells the story and how it is told. The point of view of a story can sometimes indirectly establish the author's intentions.

· Narrator - The person telling the story who may or may not be a character in the story. 

· First-person - Narrator participates in action but sometimes has limited knowledge/vision. 

· Second person - Narrator addresses the reader directly as though she is part of the story. (i.e. “You walk into your bedroom. You see clutter everywhere and…”) 

· Third Person (Objective) - Narrator is unnamed/unidentified (a detached observer). Does not assume character's perspective and is not a character in the story. The narrator reports on events and lets the reader supply the meaning. 

· Omniscient - All-knowing narrator (multiple perspectives). The narrator knows what each character is thinking and feeling, not just what they are doing throughout the story. This type of narrator usually jumps around within the text, following one character for a few pages or chapters, and then switching to another character for a few pages, chapters, etc. Omniscient narrators also sometimes step out of a particular character’s mind to evaluate him or her in some meaningful way. 

Literary Trends : In his book Along Literary Lines (2009),  Mogenson notes ‘‘The development of literature is strongly related to developments in society, so literay periods often fit in historical context’’ (p. 71). 

1. Classicism : Classicism has certain basic features in art as in literature. Its concern is always with the ideal, in form as well as in content. Such is the case, it is true, with virtually all artists before Romanticism, but classical artists looked back to the ideal of Antiquity as well as to its varied styles. They were sure that art is governed by rules which are determined by reason. Beauty, which is one form of truth, must depend on some system of measurement and proportion, as Plato explained in the Timaeus; artists working from classical models made it their business to rediscover such a system in the works of art and buildings of Antiquity. Such an emphasis on measurement, allied to reason, is summarized in the Vitruvian figure of a man within a circle and a square, which expresses the concurrence between beauty, mathematics and Man. For the Renaissance artist, Man, within the circle of God, is the measure of all things, and he rules himself and his affairs by the application of reason. Antique art, centred on the depiction of a noble human mind in an ideal body, provides convincing models for imitation.

2. Romanticism : Romanticism was an artistic and intellectual movement that arose in Europe in the mid-18th century as an alternative to the ideals of the Industrial Revolution and Enlightenment. Reaching its peak in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, it emphasized the importance of emotion, sensitivity, passion, imagination and intuition over reason. The movement also placed great value on the beauty of nature and the wilderness and often stressed a feeling of nostalgia for a bygone past, glorifying the medieval period and folk culture. People expressed these concepts in literature, art, music, theater, architecture and nationalism and politics. Analyzing whether these traits are evident in a work or held by someone usually is the best way to determine whether a person or item belongs to the period, because the era does not have strict start and end dates.
3. Realism : Realist literature is defined particularly as the fiction produced in Europe and the United States from about 1840 until the 1890s, when realism was superseded by naturalism. This form of realism began in France in the novels of Gustave Flaubert and the short stories of Guy de Maupassant. In Russia, realism was represented in the plays and short stories of Anton Chekhov. The novelist George Eliot introduced realism into English fiction; as she declared in Adam Bede (1859), her purpose was to give a "faithful representation of commonplace things." Mark Twain and William Dean Howells were the pioneers of realism in the United States. One of the greatest realists of all, the Anglo-American novelist Henry James, drew much inspiration from his mentors, Eliot and Howells. James's concern with character motivation and behavior led to the development of a subgenre, the psychological novel.

In general, the work of these writers illustrates the main tenet of realism, that writers must not select facts in accord with preconceived aesthetic or ethical ideals but must set down their observations impartially and objectively. Concerned with the faithful representation of life, which frequently lacks form, the realists tended to downplay plot in favor of character and to concentrate on middle-class life and preoccupations, avoiding larger, more dramatic issues.

4. Modernism : Modernist literature was a predominantly English genre of fiction writing, popular from roughly the 1910s into the 1960s. Modernist literature came into its own due to increasing industrialization and globalization. New technology and the horrifying events of both World Wars (but specifically World War I) made many people question the future of humanity: What was becoming of the world? Writers reacted to this question by turning toward Modernist sentiments. Gone was the Romantic period that focused on nature and being. Modernist fiction spoke of the inner self and consciousness. Instead of progress, the Modernist writer saw a decline of civilization. Instead of new technology, the Modernist writer saw cold machinery and increased capitalism, which alienated the individual and led to loneliness. 

Benefits of Literature

Here are some reasons for engaging in reading and investigating literature. 
Literature provides pleasure to listeners and readers. It is a relaxing escape from daily problems, and it fills leisure moments. Making time for recreational reading and using high-quality literature help to develop enthusiastic readers and improve achievement (Block & Mangieri, 2002). According to Rosenblatt (1995, p. 175), "The power of literature to offer entertainment and recreation is . . . still its prime reason for survival." Developing a love of literature as a recreational activity is possibly the most important outcome of a literature program. 
Literature builds experience. Children expand their horizons through vicarious experiences. They visit new places, gain new experiences, and meet new people. They learn about the past as well as the present and learn about a variety of cultures, including their own. They discover the common goals and similar emotions found in people of all times and places. Two examples of books that provide such experiences are Nory Ryan's Song by Patricia Reilly Giff, a harsh survival story set in Ireland during the potato famine of 1845, and Patricia Polacco's The Butterfly, dealing with Nazis, resistance, and Jewish persecution during World War II. 
Literature provides a language model for those who hear and read it. Good literature exposes children to correct sentence patterns, standard story structures, and varied word usage. Children for whom English is a second language can improve their English with the interesting context, and all children benefit from new vocabulary that is woven into the stories. 
Literature develops thinking skills. Discussions of literature bring out reasoning related to sequence; cause and effect; character motivation; predictions; visualization of actions, characters, and settings; critical analysis of the story; and creative responses. 
Literature supports all areas of the language arts curriculum. The chapter-opening classroom vignette shows how literature brings together all of the language arts. Listening to stories provides opportunities for honing listening skills, and discussion allows children to express their thoughts, feelings, and reactions. When students read literature, they are practicing their comprehension strategies in meaningful situations. Young writers may use various genres of literature as models for their own writing, and literature can be the basis for creative dramatics. Children can find stories to read and puzzles to solve on the Internet, and the computer can serve as a word processor for creating stories of their own. 
Literature helps children deal with their problems. By finding out about the problems of others through books, children receive insights into dealing with their own problems, a process called bibliotherapy. Children might identify with Gilly, living resentfully in a foster home in Katherine Paterson's The Great Gilly Hopkins, or with Mary Alice, a city girl forced to live with her grandma in a "hick town" in Richard Peck's A Year Down Yonder.  
Picture books develop visual literacy. The carefully crafted, creative illustrations in picture books develop children's awareness of line, color, space, shape, and design. Some illustrations complement or reinforce the story, whereas others enhance or extend the text. Pictures convey meaning and open new opportunities for interpretation (Giorgis et al., 1999). 
Multicultural literature helps readers value people from different races, ethnic groups, and cultures. Excellent, well-illustrated books are available for many cultural groups. Children from such populations gain self-esteem by seeing themselves represented in books, and mainstream children begin to appreciate others from culturally diverse backgrounds. 
Literature helps establish career concepts. For children who have limited knowledge of occupations, literature expands their ideas for potential careers (Harkins, 2001). Peggy Rathman's Officer Buckle and Gloria, about a police officer who shares information, and Alexandra Day's Frank and Ernest on the Road, about truck driving, give insights into two career choices. 
Literature integrates the curriculum. Trade books (books of the trade, or library books) supplement and enrich any part of the curriculum. Instead of relying solely on textbooks, look for recent, brightly illustrated books on specific topics related to your theme or subject area. Remember that textbooks are assigned, but trade books are often chosen. 
Literature improves reading ability and attitudes. A study of thirty second-, third-, fourth-, and sixth-grade classrooms by Block, Reed, and deTuncq (2003) indicated that students benefited more from twenty minutes of daily trade book or short story reading instruction. The researchers claim that reading from trade books resulted in increased reading ability, improved attitudes toward reading, and increased reading rate.  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Without literature, life is Hell.


Charles Bukowski








A good book is an event in my life.


 Standhal








The decline of literature is a decline of a nation.


Goethe








Science and literature are not two things, but two sides of one thing


Aldous Huxley








Literature is the art of discovering something extraordinary about ordinary people, and saying with ordinary words something extraordinary.


Boris Pasternak
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