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Comparative Writing 

            Compare and contrast two stories from the collections we have read in this class that 
are similar on a plot level and a theme level. This is a critical writing assignment which will 
require you to do an in-depth close reading of the story and explore what the writer's/s' 
differential treatment of the subject matter reveals about that subject matter. You will be 
required to make a central point about the stories you are analysing, using textual evidence 
from the plot. Since this is the final assignment for this class, there will be no extensions and 
no late submissions will be accepted.  

* 

How a Story is Told & 
Introduction to The 1001 Arabian Nights 

            This essay compares the relationships of the two pairs of brothers from How a Story is 
Told and The 1001 Arabian Nights. The introductory chapter to 1001 Arabian Nights begins 
with the relationship of two prince brothers called King Shahriyar and his younger brother 
Shah-Zeman. The chapter begins with the present of luxurious and expensive gifts, boasting 
of both the Kings’ wealth and power, and above all the affection they have for each other. In 
How a Story is Told, the readers are introduced to the two brothers as the “Clever One and 
Foolish One”. Just the beginning of the story begins with a rather blatantly derogatory tone, 
which initially indicates that these titles have been given to these brothers by the people of 
their village. Readers may not initially realise that this is a story is one of deception between 
brothers, and possibly a relationship of trust and care of the intellectually weaker brother of 
the two (the Foolish brother). Although the two stories are very different in the aspect of 
wealth, but a common theme between them is one of power, and how power is shown through 
the act of feeding a family by killing fish, or how it is shown through the act of taking a virgin 
to bed and killing her at the end of the night. Both acts involve killing, one is killing to feed a 
family, which instills the idea of the typical male dominant figure, the other is killing to instil 
fear within a group of people (especially women), one that would satisfy another need, of 
remaining in control and remaining above the chances of being deceived again by a woman. 
Both stories are similar in the sense that they involve murderous acts - be it for food to keep 
alive, or to remain calm that no woman can deceive the King again.  
            Murder is a common element in both the stories, acting as a starting point to unravel. 
Another killing in How a Story is Told is of the brothers’ father, and the idea that the Foolish 

How a Story is Told from 
Dilemma Stories and Moral Fables 
Introduction from 
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One simply let a fishbone kill his father is interesting as the Clever One’s character has been 
undermined, not expecting such anger over his clever deceit. In light of the topic of deceit, 
readers see the character of Shahrazad, who has been married off to King Shahriyar. In The 
1001 Arabian nights we see the clever and witty character of Shahrazad, daughter of the 
King’s Wezeer. Although readers have been acquainted with the knowledge of Shahriyar’s 
murderous ways with his new brides, Shahrazad’s character is quite interesting and charming 
in her gentle deception. Readers see that she willingly asked her father to have her married to 
the King, therefore, surely there is a mystery around her character, which is soon unraveled 
when it is seen that she deceives the King every night; with her compelling stories. Although 
deception is a common element in both stories and it is very evidently present in The 1001 
Arabian Nights, the reason for Shahrazad’s deception is purely an act of survival. However, 
when pondered over, the Clever One’s actions of deceit could also be perceived as acts of 
desperate survival — when he knew that whoever brought the fish home would be allowed to 
eat it with the father. It is possible to understand that although the action of betraying a 
brother is unjust, but it is instead just for the sake of survival against starvation.  
            This raises the question of where the readers can begin to relate with the characters. 
Do the readers relate with Shahrazad in her desperate need for survival and her unnoticed 
dominion of the King in her attempts at so? Or do the readers relate with the Clever One in 
his desperation of hunger and fear of starvation? The comparison between the two characters 
is that we empathise with one of the characters, and that is Shahrazad’s. The reason for this 
being that we (or personally, I) cannot relate to the idea of starvation. However, I can relate to 
the understanding of the idea of a patriarchy in which a king may have made killing his brides 
regular custom. This is because living in a patriarchy, where not kings, but regular civilians 
have the tendency to behave this way when dealing with matters using violence and abuse of 
all sorts; many inflicted on women. This can cause the readers to feel a resentment towards 
the Clever One and applaud Shahrazad’s bravery against the brutal King.  
            Whereas an opposing view on this matter would differ in the sense that as a wife of 
the King, Shahrazad has been disloyal to her husband. The Foolish One, however seems 
almost as unclear as a grey character, whose morals cannot be judged as he has always been 
called foolish, so was his allowance of his father’s death simply a foolish act to justify the 
deceit he felt because of the Clever One? Or do readers sympathise with his character of 
being endlessly berated for not catching fish for the family, when he actually does? In How a 
Story is Told, the readers see the dramatic or situational irony that the Foolish One does not; 
the singing of the audience within the story justifies his revenge: “The crowd here join in, and 
sing Foolish One’s song over and over again.” The fact that the audience is singing ‘over and 
over again’ proves that they have justified the Foolish One’s song, by repeating it again and 
again in unison it almost becomes performative, like a mantra or a prayer. This can lead 
readers to sympathise with the hunger and starvation, a natural bodily need that has to be met 
under all circumstances, that the two brothers have felt which lead to such extreme measures 
to be taken.
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