An excerpt from “Narrative”

J. Hillis Miller

Part 2
	Why do we need fictions and enjoy them so much? Aristotle's answer at the beginning of the Poetics was a double one. We enjoy imitation, mimesis (his word for roughly what I have been calling “fiction”) for two reasons. For one thing, imitations are rhythmic, orderly, and it is natural to human beings to take pleasure in rhythmic forms. In addition, man learns by imitation, and it is natural to man to take pleasure in learning. What do we learn from fictions? We learn the nature of things as they are. We need fictions in order to experiment with possible selves and to learn to take our places in the real world, to play our parts mere. Think how many works of fiction are stories of initiation, of growing up—fairy tales, for example, but also great novels like Great Expectations or Huckleberry Finn. A more modern formulation of what Aristotle asserts might be to say that in fictions we order or reorder the givens of experience. We give experience a form and a meaning, a linear order with a shapely beginning, middle, end, and central theme. The human capacity to tell stories is one way men and women collectively build a significant and orderly world around them​selves. With fictions we investigate, perhaps invent, the meaning of human life.
	According to Aristotle, why do humans need fiction?

	
	
This particular passage is challenging.  Paraphrase it and then think of an example of a piece of literature/film and explain how it helps the reader build “a significant and orderly world.”  

	Well, which is it, create or reveal? It makes a lot of difference which we choose. To say “reveal” presupposes that the world has one kind or another of preexist​ing order and that the business of fictions is in one way or another to imitate, copy, or represent accurately that order. In this case, the ultimate test of a good fiction is whether or not it corresponds to the way things are. To say “create,” on the other hand, presupposes that the world may not be ordered in itself or, at any rate, that the social and psychological function of fictions is what speech-act theorists call “performative.” A story is a way of doing things with words. It makes something happen in the real world: for example, it can propose modes of selfhood or ways of behaving that are then imitated in the real world. It has been said, along these lines, that we would not know we were in love if we had not read novels. Seen from this point of view, fictions maybe said to have a tremendous importance not as the accurate reflectors of a culture but as the mak​ers of that culture and as the [subtle], but therefore all the more effective, policemen of that culture. Fictions keep us in line and tend to make us more like our neighbors. If this is true, then changes in the rise and fall in popularity of different genres over time or changes in the dominant medium—first from oral storytelling to print, then from printed books to cinema and television—will have an incalculable importance for the shape of that culture.
There is, however, another cultural function of narratives, one going counter to the “policing” function I have just noted. Narratives are relatively safe or innocuous place in which the reigning assumptions of a given culture can be criticized. In a novel, alternative assumptions can be entertained or experi​mented with—not as in the real world, where such experimentations might have dangerous consequences, but in the imaginary world where, it is easy to assume, “nothing really happens” because it happens only in the feigned world of fiction.… The officials of repressive regimes who have over the years cen​sored or suppressed threatening novels may, however, have a shrewder sense of the political force a novel can have. It is not entirely an absurdity to say that the novels of Sir Walter Scott caused the Civil War in the United States and sent all those romantically infatuated plantation owners to their doom.
	What are two words other than reveal you could use to describe how literature shows a pre-existing order?

	
	“Performative” behavior simply means that real world actions result out of of reading stories.  For example, when you read The Crucible last year,  you learned that it was important for a person to stand up for what they believe in.  If after reading the play, you started to do so, then the story was “performative.”

Oooh…interesting comparison here.  When stories help create culture they are acting as policemen.  Explain.

Remember that the first two functions of literature are  to “reveal” and  “create.”  In this paragraph, the author is going to talk about a different type of “creating.”  What is this third function?
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