CHAPTER 1
Reading Fiction
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When you're writing, you're trying to find out something
which you don’t know. The whole language of writing for me is
finding out what you don’t want to know, what you don’t want
to find out. But something forces you to anyway.

— JAMES BALDWIN



READING FICTION RESPONSIVELY

Reading a literary work responsively can be an intensely demanding
activity. Henry David Thoreau — about as intense and demanding a
reader and writer as they come — insists that “books must be read as
deliberately and reservedly as they were written.” Thoreau is right
about the necessity for a conscious, sustained involvement with a

literary work. Imaginative literature does demand more from us

than, say, browsing through People magazine in a dentist’s waiting
room, but Thoreau makes the process sound a little more daunting
than it really is. For when we respond to the demands of responsive
reading, our efforts are usually rewarded with pleasure as well as
understanding. Careful, deliberate reading — the kind that engages
a reader’s imagination as it calls forth the writer’s — is a means of
exploration that can take a reader outside whatever circumstance or
experience previously defined his or her world. Just as we respond
moment by moment to people and situations in our lives, we also
respond to literary works as we read them, though we may not be
fully aware of how we are affected at each point along the way. The
more conscious we are of how and why we respond to works in
particular ways, the more likely we are to be imaginatively engaged

in our reading.

In a very real sense both the reader and the author create the
literary work. How a reader responds to a story, poem, or play will

help to determine its meaning. The author arranges the various



elements that constitute his or her craft — elements such as plot,
character, setting, point of view, symbolism, theme, and style, which
you will be examining in subsequent chapters and which are defined
in the Glossary of Literary Terms — but the author cannot
completely control the reader’s response any more than a person

can absolutely predict how a remark or action will be received by a

stranger, a friend, or even a family member. Few authors tell readers
how to respond. Our sympathy, anger, confusion, laughter, sadness,
or whatever the feeling might be is left up to us to experience.
Writers may have the talent to evoke such feelings, but they don't
have the power and authority to enforce them. Because of the range
of possible responses produced by imaginative literature, there is no
single, correct, definitive response or interpretation. There can be
readings that are wrongheaded or foolish, and some readings are
better than others — that is, more responsive to a work’s details and

more persuasive — but that doesn’'t mean there is only one possible

reading of a work (see Chapter 43, “Reading and the Writing

Process”).

Experience tells us that different people respond differently to the

same work. Consider, for example, how often you've heard Melville’s
Moby-Dick described as one of the greatest American novels. This,
however, is how a reviewer in New Monthly Magazine described the
book when it was published in 1851: it is “a huge dose of
hyperbolical slang, maudlin sentimentalism and tragic-comic

bubble and squeak.” Melville surely did not intend or desire this



response; but there it 1s, and 1t was not a singular, isolated reaction.
This reading — like any other reading — was influenced by the
values, assumptions, and expectations that the readers brought to
the novel from both previous readings and life experiences. The

reviewer’s refusal to take the book seriously may have caused him to
miss the boat from the perspective of many other readers of Moby-

Dick, but it indicates that even “classics” (perhaps especially those

kinds of works) can generate disparate readings.



