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how to read literature like a professor chapter 12 is an insightful exploration of the intricate layers of
meaning found in literary texts. In Chapter 12 of Thomas C. Foster's influential book, readers are guided
through the significance of symbols and their impact on literature. This chapter emphasizes that understanding
symbols is essential for deeper literary analysis and appreciation. It highlights how symbols can transcend
their literal meanings and evoke broader themes and emotions, enriching the reading experience. This article delves
into the key concepts presented in Chapter 12, offering a thorough examination of symbols in literature, their
interpretations, and practical tips for applying these insights when reading.

Through this exploration, readers will learn how symbols function within texts, the relationship between
symbols and themes, and methods for identifying and analyzing symbols effectively. The article will conclude
with a robust FAQ section addressing common queries related to the chapter.

Understanding Symbols in Literature

The Role of Symbols in Themes

Types of Symbols

How to Identify Symbols

Practical Applications for Reading

FAQ

Understanding Symbols in Literature

Symbols are powerful elements in literature that encapsulate complex ideas within simple forms. A symbol can
be an object, character, figure, or color that is used to represent abstract concepts or ideas. In Chapter 12,
Foster emphasizes the importance of recognizing symbols as a way to unlock deeper meanings in literary texts.
Understanding symbols allows readers to engage more fully with the text, as they can appreciate the layers
of meaning embedded in the narrative. Symbols often serve as a bridge between the literal and the figurative,
providing insights into the characters' motivations, themes, and the author's intentions.

Moreover, symbols are not static; they can evolve in meaning throughout the text. This dynamism is crucial
for readers to consider, as the context in which a symbol appears can alter its significance. For instance, a bird
may symbolize freedom in one context and confinement in another, depending on the narrative's circumstances.
Recognizing this fluidity is essential for a comprehensive understanding of literature.

The Role of Symbols in Themes

Symbols often function as vehicles for themes within literary works. In Chapter 12, Foster discusses how
symbols can encapsulate the central themes of a narrative, deepening the reader’s understanding of the author's
message. By analyzing symbols, readers can explore how they relate to overarching themes such as love, death,
identity, and conflict.

For example, in F. Scott Fitzgerald's "The Great Gatsby," the green light at the end of Daisy’s dock symbolizes
Gatsby’s unreachable dreams and the broader theme of the American Dream. This connection between symbols and



themes enriches the reading experience, allowing readers to draw connections and uncover insights that may not
be immediately apparent.

Common Themes Associated with Symbols

When examining the relationship between symbols and themes, several common themes emerge that are often
represented through various symbols in literature. Some of these themes include:

Identity: Symbols often explore the complexities of personal and cultural identity.

Love: Symbols can depict the nuances of romantic relationships and familial bonds.

Freedom and Confinement: Many symbols illustrate the struggle between the desire for freedom and the
constraints of society.

Mortality: Symbols frequently address themes of life and death, reflecting on human existence.

Conflict: Symbols can represent internal and external conflicts faced by characters.

Types of Symbols

In literature, symbols can be categorized into various types, each serving distinct purposes and meanings.
Chapter 12 provides insights into these different types, which enhance the reader's ability to analyze texts
critically.

1. Universal Symbols

Universal symbols are those that have a widely recognized meaning across cultures. For instance, the heart
often symbolizes love, while a skull can represent death. These symbols resonate with a broad audience, making
them powerful tools for conveying themes and emotions.

2. Contextual Symbols

Contextual symbols are unique to a particular work and derive their meaning from the specific narrative. For
example, the conch shell in William Golding's "Lord of the Flies" symbolizes civilization and order within the
context of the story. Understanding these symbols requires careful reading and consideration of the
narrative's events and themes.

3. Personal Symbols

Personal symbols may hold unique significance for individual characters, representing their internal struggles
or goals. These symbols often deepen the reader's understanding of character motivations and emotional
journeys.



How to Identify Symbols

Identifying symbols in literature involves a careful and thoughtful reading process. Chapter 12 emphasizes
several strategies that can aid readers in recognizing and interpreting symbols effectively.

1. Look for Repetition

One of the most effective ways to identify symbols is to note any recurring images, objects, or themes
throughout the text. Symbols often appear multiple times, each time adding layers to their meaning. By paying
attention to these repetitions, readers can discern their significance.

2. Consider Context

Understanding the context in which a symbol appears is crucial. Consider the character's situation, the
setting, and the events surrounding the symbol. This context can provide clues to the symbol's deeper meanings.

3. Analyze Character Relationships

Symbols often emerge from the relationships between characters. Observing how characters interact with
specific objects or motifs can reveal important insights into their motivations and the themes of the narrative.

4. Reflect on Emotional Resonance

Symbols frequently evoke emotional responses. Consider how a particular symbol makes you feel as a reader.
This emotional resonance can provide valuable insights into its significance and thematic relevance.

Practical Applications for Reading

Applying the insights gained from Chapter 12 can enhance one’s reading experience and literary analysis. Here are
several practical applications for readers:

Take Notes: While reading, jot down any symbols you encounter and your initial interpretations of them.

Discuss with Others: Engaging in discussions about symbols with peers can provide new perspectives and
interpretations.

Explore Multiple Texts: Reading various literary works can help identify common symbols and themes,
enriching your understanding of literature.

Revisit Texts: Revisiting a text after some time can reveal new symbols and meanings that may not have
been apparent during the first reading.



By incorporating these strategies, readers can cultivate a more profound appreciation for literature and its
symbolic depth.

FAQ

Q: What is the main focus of Chapter 12 in "How to Read Literature Like a
Professor"?
A: Chapter 12 primarily focuses on the significance of symbols in literature and how they contribute to deeper
meaning and thematic exploration within texts.

Q: How do symbols enhance the reading experience?
A: Symbols enhance the reading experience by allowing readers to uncover layers of meaning, connect themes,
and engage more deeply with the narrative.

Q: Can you provide examples of common symbols in literature?
A: Common symbols include the heart representing love, a dove symbolizing peace, and a skull denoting death.
Each of these symbols carries widely recognized meanings across various cultures.

Q: What is the difference between universal and contextual symbols?
A: Universal symbols have widely recognized meanings across different cultures, while contextual symbols
derive their significance from the specific narrative in which they appear.

Q: How can I practice identifying symbols while reading?
A: To practice identifying symbols, pay attention to repetition, consider the context, analyze character
relationships, and reflect on your emotional reactions to various images and motifs.

Q: Why is understanding symbols important in literary analysis?
A: Understanding symbols is crucial in literary analysis because they often encapsulate central themes and
ideas, enriching the reader’s interpretation and appreciation of the text.

Q: What role do personal symbols play in literature?
A: Personal symbols hold unique significance for individual characters, representing their inner struggles,
desires, or identities, and providing insights into their emotional journeys.

Q: How can symbols relate to literary themes?
A: Symbols often serve as vehicles for themes, helping to convey complex ideas and emotions that resonate
throughout the narrative, allowing for a deeper understanding of the author's message.



Q: How often should I revisit texts to identify new symbols?
A: Regularly revisiting texts, especially after gaining new insights or experiences, can reveal fresh symbols and
meanings that enhance your understanding of the literature.
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