FICTION
Reading, Responding, Writing

tories are a part of daily life in every culture. Stories are what we tell when
we return from vacation or survive an accident or illness. They help us make
- sense of growing up or growing old, of a hurricane or a war, of the country
and world we live in. In conversations, a story may be invited by the listener
(“What did you do last night?”) or initiated by the teller (“Guess what I saw when
I was driving home!”). We assume such stories are true, or at least that they are
meant to describe an experience honestly. Of course, many of the stories we encoun-
ter daily, from jokes to online games to television sitcoms to novels and films, are
intended to be fiction—that is, stories or narratives about imaginary persons and
events. Every story, however, whether a news story, sworn testimony, idle gossip,
or a fairy tale, is always a version of events told from a particular perspective (or
several), and it may be incomplete, biased, or just plain made up. As we listen to
others’ stories, we keep alert to the details, which make the stories rich and enter-
taining. But we also need to spend considerable time and energy making sure that
we accurately interpret what we hear: We ask ourselves who is telling the story,
why the story is being told, and whether we have all the information we need to
understand it fully.
Even newspaper articles, which are supposed to tell true stories—the facts of
what actually happened—may be open to such interpretation. Take as an example
the following article, which appeared in the New York Times on January 1, 1920:
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The report's appearance in a reliable newspaper; its identification of date, loca-
tion, and other information; and the legalistic adjectives “accused” and “alleged”
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suggest that it strives to be accurate and objective. But given the distance between
us and the events described here, it's also easy to imagine this chain of events being
recounted in a play, murder mystery, Hollywood film, or televised trial. In other
words, this news story is still fundamentally a story. Note that certain points of view
are better represented than others and certain details are highlighted, as might be
the case in a novel or short story. The news item is based almost entirely on what
Kate Uhl asserts, and even the subtitle, “Woman Becomes Desperate,” plays up the
“dramatic sequel to the woman'’s dilemma.” We don't know what Mervin Uhl said
when he allegedly accused his wife and turned her out of the house, and Bryan
Pownall, the murdered man, never had a chance to defend himself. Presumably, the
article reports accurately the husband’s accusation of adultery and the wife's accu-
sation of rape, but we have no way of knowing whose accusations are true.

Our everyday interpretation of the stories we hear from various sources—
including other people, television, newspapers, and advertisements—has much in
common with the interpretation of short stories such as those in this anthology. In
fact, you'll probably discover that the processes of reading, responding to, and writ-
ing about stories are already somewhat familiar to you. Most readers already know,
for instance, that they should pay close attention to seemingly trivial details; they
should ask questions and find out more about any matters of fact that seem myste-
rious, odd, or unclear. Most readers are well aware that words can have several
meanings and that there are alternative ways to tell a story. How would someone
else have told the story? What are the storyteller’s perspective and motives? What
is the context of the tale—for instance, when is it supposed to have taken place
and what was the occasion of telling it? These and other questions from our expe-
rience of everyday storytelling are equally relevant in reading fiction. Similarly, we
can usually tell in reading a story or hearing it whether it is supposed to make us
laugh, shock us, or provoke some other response.

TELLING STORIES: INTERPRETATION

Everyone has a unique story to tell. In fact, many stories are about this difference
or divergence among people’s interpretations of reality. A number of the stories in
this anthology explore issues of storytelling and interpretation.

Consider a well-known tale, “The Blind Men and the Elephant,” a Buddhist
story over two thousand vears old. Like other stories that have been transmitted
orally, this one exists in many versions. Here's one way of telling it:

The Elephant in the Village of the Blind

Once there was a village high in the mountains in which everyone was born
blind. One day a traveler arrived from far away with many fine things to sell and
many tales to tell. The villagers asked, “How did you travel so far and so high
carrying so much?” The traveler said, “On my elephant.” “What is an elephant?”
the villagers asked, having never even heard of such an animal in their remote
mountain village. “See for yourself,” the traveler replied.

The elders of the village were a little afraid of the strange-smelling creature
that ranlk 1in en miich enace in the middle of the village sanare. Thev could hear
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it breathing and munching on hay, and feel its slow, swaying movements dis-
turbing the air around them. First one elder reached out and felt its flapping ear.
“An elephant is soft but tough, and flexible, like a leather fan.” Another grasped
its back leg. “An elephant is a rough, hairy pillar.” An old woman took hold of a
tusk and gasped, “An elephant is a cool, smooth staff” A young girl seized the
tail and declared, “An elephant is a fringed rope.” A boy took hold of the trunk
and announced, “An elephant is a water pipe.” Soon others were stroking its
sides, which were furrowed like a dry plowed field, and others determined that
its head was an overturned washing tub attached to the water pipe.

At first each villager argued with the others on the definition of the elephant,
as the traveler watched in silence. Two elders were about to come to blows about
a fan that could not possibly be a pillar. Meanwhile the elephant patiently
enjoyed the investigations as the cries of curiosity and angry debate mixed in the
afternoon sun. Soon someone suggested that a list could be made of all the parts:
the elephant had four pillars, one tub, two fans, a water pipe, and two stalfs, and
was covered in tough, hairy leather or dried mud. Four young mothers, sitting
on a bench and comparing impressions, realized that the elephant was in fact
an enormous, gentle ox with a stretched nose. The traveler agreed, adding only
that it was also a powerful draft horse and that if they bought some of his wares
for a good price he would be sure to come that way again in the new vear.

The different versions of such a tale, like the different descriptions of the ele-
phant, alter its meaning, Changing any aspect of the story will inevitably change
how it works and what it means to the listener or reader. For example, most ver-
sions of this story feature not an entire village of blind people (as this version
does), but a small group of blind men who claim to be wiser than their sighted
neighbors. These blind men quarrel endlessly because none of them can see; none
can put together all the evidence of all their senses or all the elephant’s various
parts to create a whole. Such traditional versions of the story criticize people who
are too proud of what they think they know; these versions imply that sighted
people would know better what an elephant is. However, other versions of the tale,
like the one above, are set in an imaginary “country” of the blind. This setting
changes the emphasis of the story from the errors of a few blind wise men to the
value and the insufficiency of any one person’s perspective. For though it's clear
that the various members of the community in this version will never agree entirely
on one interpretation of (or story about) the elephant, they do not let themselves
get bogged down in endless dispute. Instead they compare and combine their
various stories and “readings” in order to form a more satisfying, holistic under-
standing of the wonder in their midst. Similarly, listening to others’ different inter-
pretations of stories, based on their different perspectives, can enhance your
experience of a work of literature and your skill in responding to new works,

Just as stories vary depending on who is telling them, so their meaning varies
depending on who is responding to them. In the elephant story, the villagers pay
attention to what the tail or the ear feels like, and then they draw on comparisons to
what they already know. But ultimately, the individual interpretations of the elephant
depend on what previous experiences each villager brings to bear (of pillars, water
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pipes, oxen, and dried mud, for example), and also on where (quite literally) he or
she stands in relation to the elephant. In the same way, readers participate in re-
creating a story as they interpret it. When you read a story for the first time, your
response will be informed by other stories you have heard and read as well as your
expectations for this kind of story. To grapple with what is new in any story, start
by observing one part at a time and gradually trying to understand how those parts
work together to form a whole. As you make sense of each new piece of the picture,
you adjust your expectations about what is vet to come. When vou have read and
grasped it as fully as possible, you may share your interpretation with other readers,
discussing different ways of seeing the story. Finally, you might express your reflec-
tive understanding in writing—in a sense, telling your story about the work.

- Expectations: What do you expect?
¢ from the title? from the first sentence or paragraph?
= after the first events or interactions of characters?
> as the conflict is resolved?
- What happens in the story? (See ch. 1.)
° Do the characters or the situation change from the beginning to the end?
= Can you summarize the plot? Is it a recognizable kind or genre of story?
« How is the story narrated? (See ch. 2.)
= Is the narrator identified as a character?
¢ Is it narrated in the past or present tense?
o Is it narrated in the first, second, or third person?
¢ Do you know what every character is thinking, or only some characters,
or none?
« Who are the characters? (See ch. 3.)
> Who is the protagonist(s) (hero, heroine)?
© Who is the antagonist(s) (villain, opponent, obstacle)?
> Who are the other characters? What is their role in the story?
> Do your expectations change with those of the characters, or do you
know more or less than ecach of the characters?
« What is the setting of the story? (See ch. 4.)
> When does the story take place?
> Where does it take place?
= Does the story move from one setting to another? Does it move in one
direction only or back and forth in time and place?
+ What do you notice about how the story is written?
> What is the style of the prose? Are the sentences and the vocabulary
simple or complex? ‘
o Are there any images, figures of speech or symbols? (See ch. 5.)
> What is the tone or mood? Does the reader feel sad, amused, worried,
curious?
« What does the story mean? Can you express its theme or themes? (See ch. 6.)
= Answers to these big questions may be found in many instances in your
answers to the previous questions. The story’s meaning or theme depends
on all its features.




