
L e s s o n  I :  

W h a t  i s  F i c t i o n ?
 [And How Do We Interpret  I t ?  ]

Module Objectives

Welcome to the f i rst  week of
LIT 2010:  Interpretat ion of  F ict ion!

In  th is  c lass  we wi l l  spend the f i rst  s ix  weeks
reading,  analyz ing,  and d iscuss ing shor t  works  of

What is F ict ion1

How do we interpret it? 2

A s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h e  i n s t r u c t i o n  i n  t h i s  m o d u l e ,
s t u d e n t s  w i l l  b e  a b l e  t o :

A r t i c u l a t e  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  F i c t i o n  ( a n d  L i t e r a r y
F i c t i o n )
I d e n t i f y  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  L i t e r a r y  F i c t i o n  
A c q u i r e  t h e  p r i m a r y  E l e m e n t s  o f  F i c t i o n  u s e d  t o
a n a l y z e  a  t e x t  a n d  h e l p  c o n s t r u c t  a n  i n t e r p r e t i v e
c l a i m
L e a r n  t h e  b a s i c s  o f  h o w  t o  A n n o t a t e  L i t e r a t u r e  

Module To Do
1 .  R e a d  t h i s  l e s s o n

2 .  R e a d  L o r r i e  M o o r e ' s  " W h y  We  R e a d  S h o r t  S t o r i e s "  

3 .  V i e w  E l e m e n t s  o f  F i c t i o n ,  H o w  t o  R e a d  a  S h o r t
S t o r y ,  a n d  Q u i c k  G u i d e  t o  A n n o t a t i n g  h a n d o u t s  

4 .  R e a d  p . 3 - 2 8  i n  D i g g i n g  i n t o  L i t e r a t u r e  ( t e x t b o o k )  

5 .  Co m p l e t e  S m a l l  G r o u p  E x e r c i s e  ( i n s t r u c t i o n s  T B A )

6 .  Co m p l e t e  D i s c u s s i o n  B o a r d  1  p o s t

f ic t ion ;   the  second half  of  the semester  wi l l  be dedicated to  reading,
analyz ing and d iscuss ing the novel  FREEDOM  by   Jonathan Franzen.  

T hroughout  the semester,  you wi l l  be look ing for  the ways in  which these
works convey a  "universal  t ruth"  about  " the human exper ience"  and us ing
your  obser vat ions to  create  thes is-dr iven,  academic  midterm and f inal
papers   that  explores  your  own or ig inal  interpretat ion of  var ious texts  and
themes.

But  in  order  to  do th is  effect ively  we must  f i rst  address these two
impor tant  quest ions :  

What is Fiction? 
F ic t ion  genera l ly  re fers  to  a  stor y  that  was  c reated in  the  imaginat ion  of  the
author.  In  other  words ,  a  work  of   f i c t ion  is  NOT constr i c ted  to  the  conf ines
of  h istor y  or  fact  (unl ike  i ts  l i te rar y  counterpar t--Nonf ic t ion-- in  which  the
creator  assumes respons ib i l i ty  for  present ing  only  the  h istor ica l  and factual
t ruth) .  

T here  are  two main  subsets  of  f i c t ion :  Genre F ict ion and L i terar y  F ict ion .  

Genre F ict ion--such as  Sc ience  F ic t ion ,  Fantasy,  and T hr i l le rs--re l ies  heav i ly
on the  construct  of  an  imaginar y  wor ld ,  offer ing  readers  an  escape f rom
real i ty ,  whi le  texts  that  are  cons idered Literar y  F ict ion  o ften  take  p lace
with in  the  conf ines  of  the  wor ld  around us  and asks  us  to  open up to  aspects
of  our  rea l i ty  we may not  have  cons idered before .  

1

A work  may be  c lass i f ied  as
'L i terar y  F ic t ion '  i f  i t  has  been
recognized by  c r i t i cs  to  have
" l i terar y  mer i t "  and has  symbol ic  o r
themat ic  qual i t ies .
Trad i t ional ly,  L i terar y  F ic t ion  a lso
has  a  message wi th in  the  stor y  that
comments  on  soc ia l  and
pol i t i ca l   i ssues ,  or  explor ing  'T he
Human Condit ion '  

CLICK THE PHOTO TO WATCH A SHORT VIDEO!
IN HER TED ED

TALK, JESSICA WISE
TALKS ABOUT HOW

FICTION CAN CHANGE
OUR REALITY

LITERARY FICTION
This class wil l  focus exclusively on works that are considered
Literary F ict ion  and pr imari ly on works that have been written in
the past 100 years.  

Because of  this,  you should be aware of  some of
the Characterist ics of Literary F ict ion  l isted below. These wil l
help you as you begin your journey into ' interpret ing'  var ious
works of  f ict ion.  

Character ist ics of  l i terar y f ict ion generally include one or more of
the following:

Concern with social
commentary,  pol it ical
cr it ic ism, or reflect ion on
the human condit ion*

Layered with inner stories
and subtext, as well as complex

characters. Literary fiction examines
character motivations and thoughts iI

order to get the reader emotionally
invested.  

Unlike plot-driven Genre Fiction,
Literary Fiction is often slower paced to
allow time for characters to be fully
developed (through characterization)
and the emotional involvement of the
reader to be established. 

The language used in Literary Fiction iI
often referred to as elegant, poetic,
lyrical or elevated as it focuses more
on discovery and truth rather than
entertaining readers or driving forward
the plot. 

* T he  Human Condi t ion :  The  human cond i t ion  re fe rs  to  a l l  o f  t he  charac te r i s t i cs
and  key  events  t hat  compose  t he  essent ia ls  o f  human ex is tence ,  inc lud ing
b i r t h ,  g row t h ,  emot ion ,  asp i ra t ion ,  conf l i c t ,  and  mor ta l i t y.  T h is  i s  a  ver y  b road
top ic  wh ich  has  been  and  cont inues  to  be  pondered  and  ana lyzed  f rom many
perspect ives ,  inc lud ing  t hose  of  re l ig ion ,  ph i losophy,  h i s to r y,  a r t ,  l i te ra ture ,
ant hropology,  psychology,  and  b io logy.

As  a  l i te ra r y  te rm,  " t he  human cond i t ion"  i s  t yp i ca l ly  used  in  t he  context  o f
ambiguous  sub jec ts  such  as  t he  mean ing  of  l i fe  o r  mora l  concerns . [

In  addi t ion to  the Character ist ics  of  L i terar y F ict ion l isted above,  there
are  many other  tools  that  can be help ing in  learn ing how to  analyze (aka
"unpack")  works  of  f ic t ion in  order  to  glean a  deeper  meaning f rom the
text .  T he major i ty  of  these tools  are  known as Literar y (or  rhetor ical )
Devices.

Below is  a  l ist  of  L i terar y Devices we may ver y well  encounter  dur ing
our semester :  

“T he Basics”
Characters
Imager y
Plot
Point  of  V iew
Sett ing
Symbol ism
T heme

Terms for  Interpret ing Author ial  Voice
Tone/ Voice
Mood
Irony
Stream of  Consc iousness
Sat i re
Style /Structure
Exposi t ion
Paradox

Terms for  Interpret ing Narrat ive Voice
Point  of  V iew
Persona/Speaker
Dialogue
Dialect
Tone
Rel iab i l i ty  of  Narrator

Terms for  Interpret ing Characters
Protagonist
Antagonist
Character izat ion
Ant i-Hero
Car icature
Archetype
Dialogue/Dialect
Hubr is
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Terms for  Interpret ing Plot
Confl ic t  (4  staple  conf l ic ts )
Cl imax
Denouemont
Deus ex machina
Chronology ( i .e . ,
F lashback /F lashfor ward)
Foreshadowing
Exposi t ion

Terms for  Interpret ing Layers
of  Meaning (F igurat ive
Language)

All i terat ion
Allegor y
Assonance
Didact ic ism
Euphemism
Metonymy
Cathars is
Metaphor/S imi le
Denotat ion vs .  Connotat ion
Personi f icat ion
Hyperbole
Malapropism
Synecdoche
Aesthet ics  ( the nature  of
beauty  in  ar t )
Al lus ion
Mot i f
Extended Metaphor
Parody
Determin ism

These will be
explained in your

ELEMENTS OF
FICTION handout

Required Textbook Reading

T he f irst two chapters of your
textbook will  not only go
over the value of l iterary
crit ic ism, but also the
foundat ions for strong,
academic l iterary analysis,
including: 

Author vs Literar y Crit ic
Making interpret ive Claims
Thesis Arguments
Suppor t ing points with
textual  evidence 
Complexity of  the Text vs.
Complexity of  Argument .  

Read chapters 1& 2 (pages 3 to 28) in Digging into Literature 

Written Assignment

Complete  Discuss ion Board 1 :  W hat  is  F ic t ion?  

PART I  –  due Fr iday at  11:59pm

In  the  f i rst  chapter  of  your  textbook ,  Digging into  L i terature ,  th is  k ind  of
d iscuss ion  is  re fer red  to  as  a  ‘d iscourse  communi ty ’.  T he  chapter  ins ights
that ,  “a  d iscourse  communi ty  i s  a  group of  people  who share  bas ic  va lues
and ground ru les  about  how communicat ion  should  take  p lace”  ( W i lder  &
Wolfe  4) .  W hat  th is  means  is :  in  order  to  do  wel l  on  these  ass ignments ,
you must  not  only  offer  a  thought fu l  and un ique perspect ive  on  the
read ings  in  your  own post ,  but  a lso  g ive  your  cohor ts  thought fu l  and
complex  feedback  as  wel l .

Create  a  350 to  500-word post  that  offers  your  in i t ia l  thoughts  about
interpret ing f ic t ion .  Your  response  should  re ference  the  mater ia ls  you
encountered in  the  module  ( the  textbook  chapters ,  the  YouTube v ideo,  the
Lorr ie  Moore  read ing ,  e tc . . .you  can  even ta lk  about  th ings  you d iscovered
dur ing  your  smal l  group exerc ise ! ) .

You must  a lso  to  pose  AT LEAST ONE spec i f i c  and thought fu l  quest ion  to
your  c lassmates  in  your  post  so  that  they  can  respond to  you .  Your
quest ion  should  be  about  someth ing you genu inely  want  answers  to,
whether  i t ’s  an  interest  in  another  perspect ive  or  just  someth ing you had
trouble  wrapping your  head around and hop ing someone can  help  you
understand .  Quest ions  l i ke  th is  a lso  help  promote  conversat ion  AND help
YOU learn  how to  better  in terpret  f i c t ion !

PART I I  –  due Monday at  11:59pm

Craft  a  response  to  AT LEAST TWO  o f  your  cohor t ’s  pr imar y  posts  in  a
meaningful  way.  T he  responses  should  be  no  less  than 3  to  5  sentences
in  length/100 words .
You wi l l  not  get  c red i t  for  wr i t ing  "great  po int"  or  "good post"  or  just
say ing " I  agree  about  XYZ . . . "  and then ta lk ing  about  or  re i terat ing  your
own po ints .
T he  ru les  of  Net iquette  must  be  fo l lowed.  D iscuss ion  board  repl ies  are
not  texts  wi th  your  f r iends .  Ful l  sentences ,  proper  spel l ing ,  source
c i tat ions ,  e tc . ,  a re  expected .

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ctaPAm14L10

