
how to read literature like a professor
chapter 6
how to read literature like a professor chapter 6 delves into the intricacies of symbolism and its
pivotal role in literary analysis. This chapter emphasizes how symbols can imbue a narrative with
deeper meaning and transform a text from a simple story into a profound exploration of human
experience. Understanding the mechanics of symbolism allows readers to appreciate literature on
multiple levels, revealing layers of meaning that enrich the reading experience. This article will
dissect the key concepts discussed in Chapter 6, exploring the definitions of symbolism, its various
forms, and practical examples. Additionally, we will highlight how recognizing symbols can enhance
one’s appreciation of literature.

Following the exploration of symbolism, this article will provide insights into how readers can
identify and analyze symbols in their own readings. We will also touch on the implications of
symbolism in various genres and how it influences character development, themes, and narrative
structure.
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Understanding Symbolism in Literature

Symbolism is a critical element in literature, serving as a bridge between the surface narrative and
deeper meanings. In Chapter 6 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," the author, Thomas C.
Foster, elucidates how symbols function as vessels of meaning that convey complex ideas and
emotions. A symbol can be a character, object, or event that represents something beyond its literal
sense. The use of symbolism is not limited to classic literature; it permeates contemporary texts,
making it an essential aspect of literary analysis.

Foster argues that recognizing symbolism is vital for any reader wishing to engage more deeply with
a text. It requires a keen eye and an understanding of cultural and contextual connotations. As
readers, we must ask ourselves what certain elements of a story might represent and how these
symbols contribute to the overall narrative.



Types of Symbols

Symbols in literature can be categorized into several types, each serving a unique purpose.
Understanding these distinctions can enhance readers' analytical skills. Foster identifies the
following types of symbols:

Universal Symbols: These symbols hold meaning across various cultures and contexts. For
example, the heart often symbolizes love, while a dove typically represents peace.

Contextual Symbols: These are symbols that derive their meaning from the specific context
of the narrative. For instance, a red door in a novel might symbolize danger or opportunity,
depending on the storyline.

Personal Symbols: These symbols may have unique meanings to individual characters or the
author. A particular item that holds significance to a character can serve as a personal symbol.

Each type of symbol plays a crucial role in enhancing the narrative, adding layers of meaning that
engage the reader's intellect and emotions. Identifying the type of symbol in a literary work can
provide insight into the author's intentions and thematic concerns.

How to Identify Symbols

Identifying symbols in literature requires attention to detail and a willingness to explore beyond the
text's surface. Here are some strategies to recognize symbols effectively:

Pay attention to recurring elements: If an object, character, or phrase appears multiple
times, it may hold symbolic significance.

Consider the context: Analyze how the surroundings and events influence the meaning of an
object or character. Context can reshape a symbol's interpretation.

Reflect on emotional responses: Think about what feelings certain elements evoke.
Emotional reactions can provide clues to deeper meanings.

Research cultural meanings: Investigate the cultural or historical significance of symbols,
as their meanings can vary across different societies.

By employing these strategies, readers can enhance their ability to uncover and interpret symbols,
enriching their literary experience and comprehension.



Examples of Symbols in Literature

Foster provides numerous examples to illustrate how symbolism operates within literary texts. Some
notable instances include:

In "The Great Gatsby" by F. Scott Fitzgerald: The green light at the end of Daisy's dock
symbolizes Gatsby's unreachable dreams and the illusion of the American Dream.

In "Moby Dick" by Herman Melville: The white whale represents not only nature's
indifference but also the obsession of Captain Ahab and the complexities of fate.

In "To Kill a Mockingbird" by Harper Lee: The mockingbird symbolizes innocence and the
idea that it is a sin to harm those who do no wrong.

These examples underscore the importance of symbolism in conveying themes, character
motivations, and the underlying messages of a literary work. By analyzing symbols, readers can gain
a deeper understanding of the narrative and its relevance to broader societal issues.

Implications of Symbolism in Different Genres

Symbolism manifests differently across literary genres, influencing how stories are told and
understood. In poetry, for example, symbols often condense complex emotions into single images,
creating a powerful impact. In contrast, in novels, symbols may evolve alongside characters,
reflecting their development and the narrative's progression.

In genres such as fantasy and science fiction, symbols can serve as tools for world-building, creating
meaning in fantastical elements that reflect real-world issues. The use of symbolism in these genres
can highlight themes of identity, morality, and societal structures, allowing readers to draw parallels
to their own experiences.

Enhancing Your Reading Experience with Symbolism

Understanding and identifying symbols can significantly enhance your reading experience. By
engaging with the text on a deeper level, readers can appreciate the intricacies of character
development and thematic exploration. Here are some tips for readers looking to enrich their
literary encounters through symbolism:

Keep a reading journal: Document symbols you encounter and your interpretations. This
practice can help track your thoughts and deepen your understanding.



Discuss with others: Engaging in discussions with fellow readers can provide new
perspectives on symbols and their meanings.

Read with purpose: Approach texts with the intention of uncovering symbols, asking
questions, and seeking connections to broader themes.

By incorporating these practices into your reading routine, you will cultivate a richer, more nuanced
appreciation of literature, allowing you to uncover the layers of meaning that lie beneath the
surface.

Q: What is the main focus of Chapter 6 in "How to Read
Literature Like a Professor"?
A: Chapter 6 primarily focuses on symbolism in literature, explaining how symbols function as
deeper meanings within narratives, and how they can enrich the reading experience by providing
insights into themes and character motivations.

Q: How can symbols influence a reader's understanding of a
text?
A: Symbols can provide layers of meaning that enhance the narrative, allowing readers to explore
themes, character development, and broader societal issues. Recognizing symbols can shift a
reader's perception and deepen their engagement with the text.

Q: What are some examples of universal symbols mentioned in
literature?
A: Universal symbols include the heart representing love, the dove symbolizing peace, and the snake
often representing danger or treachery. These symbols hold consistent meanings across various
cultures and texts.

Q: How can readers effectively identify symbols in their
readings?
A: Readers can identify symbols by paying attention to recurring elements, considering context,
reflecting on emotional responses, and researching cultural meanings. These strategies can help
uncover the symbolic significance of various elements in a text.

Q: Why is symbolism important in different literary genres?
A: Symbolism is important in different genres as it allows authors to convey complex themes and



emotions through imagery. In genres like poetry, symbols can create powerful emotional impacts,
while in fantasy and science fiction, symbols can reflect real-world issues through fantastical
elements.

Q: How does understanding symbolism enhance a reader's
experience?
A: Understanding symbolism enhances a reader's experience by allowing them to engage with the
text more deeply. It enables readers to appreciate the intricacies of character development, thematic
exploration, and the overall message of the literary work.

Q: Can personal symbols differ between readers?
A: Yes, personal symbols can differ between readers, as individual experiences and interpretations
shape how one perceives a symbol's meaning within a narrative. This subjectivity adds to the
richness of literary analysis.

Q: What role does context play in the interpretation of
symbols?
A: Context plays a crucial role in the interpretation of symbols, as the surrounding events and
cultural background can influence the meaning of a symbol. An object or character may have
different connotations based on its context within the story.

Q: How can keeping a reading journal help with understanding
symbolism?
A: Keeping a reading journal helps by allowing readers to document symbols they encounter, track
their interpretations, and reflect on their thoughts over time. This practice can deepen
understanding and facilitate richer literary analysis.

Q: What are some practical ways to engage with symbolism
while reading?
A: Practical ways to engage with symbolism include keeping a reading journal, discussing texts with
others, and reading with the intention of uncovering symbols. These methods encourage active
participation in the reading process and enhance literary appreciation.
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