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Symbolism

Symbolism:  n. the practice of representing things by means of symbols or of attributing symbolic meaning/significance to objects, colors, events, or relationships.

Symbolism is a relatively straightforward concept on its surface.  An object or objects represents an idea or a concept.  

For example:  The United States Flag is an object.  It is simply fabric with stripes and stars.  In itself, the flag is meaningless.  However, the flag represents or stands for a variety of ideas and concepts.  As a symbol, the flag can represent freedom, unity, justice, or patriotism to certain people.  It can also represent evil, hatred, world domination, and injustice to others.  One object, in this case the flag, can represent a multitude of ideas.  It is ultimately up to the audience or reader to decide what the symbol represents to them.

In symbolic representations we often are given an ordinary object and challenged to attach meaning to the object beyond its concrete use or intended meaning.

Symbolism in Literature

When we read, we may feel that certain characters and certain things in the story stand for more than them or hint at larger meanings.  It may be clear to us, for example, that the author has mentioned certain items or ideas in order to get us to think more deeply about something.

For example:

One-question students often ask about symbolism in literature in this:  Why do authors have to suggest meaning, why can’t they just tell us about it directly?  The answer may be best arrived at by thinking about the object mentioned above, the American Flag.  How many words would it take to concretely, exactly, and meaningfully communicate the feelings evoked upon seeing the flag flying at half-mast?  It would be a very difficult thing to do, and in doing so the writer might lose the reader’s interest or worse, alienate them from the moment because the feeling is not one they shared.  But allowing the Flag to stand as a symbol, the writer forces the reader to apply his or her own knowledge to the situation, and the feelings evoked are the sole domain of the reader, not the author.

Some Closing Thoughts

There are no concrete right and wrong answers when it comes to symbols, though some are more evident than others.  Because we all have different levels of understanding of certain subjects, we come to literature with different abilities to decipher symbols.  I urge you to not assign absolute meaning to every symbol you encounter.  The multiplicity of interpretation is what makes literature so rich and interesting to read.

