
 

 

 

  

Role of Symbolism in Reader Understanding and 

Interpretation in Nigeria 

 
  Adebayo Oson 



American Journal of Literature Studies    

ISSN 2520-4655 (online)   

Vol. 3, Issue 1, pp 1 - 11, 2024                                                                     www.ajpojournals.org       
                                                                                                                                  

https://doi.org/10.47672/ajls.2022                              1                      Oson, (2024)  
 

Role of Symbolism in Reader Understanding and Interpretation in 

Nigeria 

 

 Adebayo Oson 
Abubakar Tafawa Balewa University 

 

Article history 

Submitted 28.01.2024 Revised Version Received 12.03.2024 Accepted 20.04.2024 

 

Abstract 

Purpose: The aim of the study was to assess 

the role of symbolism in reader 

understanding and interpretation in Nigeria. 

Methodology: This study adopted a desk 

methodology. A desk study research design is 

commonly known as secondary data 

collection. This is basically collecting data 

from existing resources preferably because of 

its low cost advantage as compared to a field 

research. Our current study looked into 

already published studies and reports as the 

data was easily accessed through online 

journals and libraries.  

Findings: The role of symbolism in reader 

understanding and interpretation is profound, 

as symbols serve as powerful tools for 

conveying deeper meanings and themes 

within literary works. Through symbolism, 

authors imbue objects, characters, and events 

with additional layers of significance, 

allowing readers to engage with the text on 

multiple levels. Symbolism facilitates the 

exploration of complex ideas, emotions, and 

societal issues, often transcending language 

barriers and resonating with diverse 

audiences. Moreover, it encourages readers 

to actively participate in the interpretation 

process, fostering personal connections and 

insights that enrich their reading experiences. 

Consequently, the study of symbolism 

underscores its crucial role in shaping reader 

comprehension and interpretation, 

highlighting its capacity to evoke profound 

reflections on the human condition and the 

world around us. 

Implications to Theory, Practice and 

Policy: Reader-response theory, semiotic 

theory and cognitive theory of metaphor may 

be used to anchor future studies on assessing 

the role of symbolism in reader 

understanding and interpretation in Nigeria. 

Educators should implement evidence-based 

instructional strategies for teaching 

symbolism in educational settings, including 

guided discussion, close reading, and 

scaffolded instruction.  Educational 

policymakers should consider integrating 

symbolism into curriculum standards and 

assessments to ensure that students develop 

symbolic literacy skills alongside other 

critical reading competencies. 

Keywords: Symbolism, Reader, 

Understanding, Interpretation

 

  

http://www.ajpojournals.org/
https://doi.org/10.47672/ajls.2022


American Journal of Literature Studies    

ISSN 2520-4655 (online)   

Vol. 3, Issue 1, pp 1 - 11, 2024                                                                     www.ajpojournals.org       
                                                                                                                                  

https://doi.org/10.47672/ajls.2022                              2                      Oson, (2024)  
 

INTRODUCTION 

Symbolism plays a pivotal role in enhancing reader understanding and interpretation within 

literature, art, and various forms of expression. It operates as a subtle yet powerful tool, enriching 

narratives by imbuing them with deeper layers of meaning beyond the surface storyline. In 

developed economies like the USA, Japan, and the UK, readers often demonstrate a sophisticated 

understanding and interpretation of texts, leveraging a combination of analytical skills, cultural 

context, and personal experiences. For instance, in the USA, readers engage deeply with literature, 

drawing upon diverse backgrounds to analyze symbolic elements and themes. According to a study 

by Smith (2017), there has been a consistent increase in the number of book clubs and literary 

discussion groups across the country, indicating a growing interest in nuanced interpretations of 

texts. Readers in the USA frequently make personal connections to characters and situations, 

leading to rich discussions and insights into human behavior and societal issues. 

Similarly, in Japan, readers exhibit a profound appreciation for symbolism and metaphor in 

literature, rooted in the country's rich literary tradition. A study by Yamamoto (2019) highlights 

how Japanese readers often engage in reflective reading practices known as "tsundoku," where 

they accumulate books and delve into them over time, fostering deep connections with the text. 

This approach allows readers to uncover layers of meaning and draw parallels between fictional 

narratives and real-life experiences. Furthermore, statistics from the Japan Booksellers' Federation 

reveal a steady increase in the sale of literary fiction, indicating a sustained interest in thoughtful 

reading and interpretation among the populace. 

In Latin American economies such as Brazil and Mexico, readers exhibit a deep appreciation for 

literature that reflects the region's diverse cultural heritage and socio-political realities. For 

example, in Brazil, readers engage passionately with literature as a means of understanding and 

critiquing societal issues, as highlighted by Silva (2018). Brazilian readers often draw connections 

between literary narratives and lived experiences, fostering rich discussions and interpretations. 

Initiatives such as literary festivals and community reading programs contribute to a thriving 

literary ecosystem, where readers actively participate in dialogues that transcend the pages of a 

book. 

Similarly, in Mexico, readers demonstrate a profound connection to literature that explores themes 

of identity, memory, and social justice. Research by Hernandez (2022) underscores the role of 

literature as a tool for collective reflection and resistance in the face of historical injustices. 

Mexican readers engage critically with texts, drawing upon indigenous storytelling traditions and 

contemporary literary movements to interpret and analyze complex narratives. This active 

engagement with literature not only deepens readers' understanding of symbolic elements and 

thematic motifs but also fosters a sense of solidarity and cultural pride within the Mexican 

community. 

In developing economies, such as those in Southeast Asia and Latin America, readers also 

demonstrate a keen understanding and interpretation of texts, albeit within different socio-cultural 

contexts. For example, in Brazil, readers engage passionately with literature, weaving personal 

experiences and socio-political realities into their interpretations. According to a study by Silva 

(2018), Brazilian readers often view literature as a means of understanding and critiquing societal 

issues, leading to vibrant discussions and reinterpretations of classic texts. Additionally, statistics 
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from the Brazilian Book Chamber show a notable rise in the consumption of contemporary fiction 

and poetry, reflecting a growing appetite for diverse literary voices. 

In developing economies, such as India and Indonesia, readers showcase a nuanced understanding 

and interpretation of texts, often influenced by diverse cultural backgrounds and societal dynamics. 

For instance, in India, readers engage deeply with literature that reflects the country's complex 

social fabric, drawing parallels between fictional narratives and real-world challenges. Research 

by Gupta (2019) highlights the significance of regional language literature in India, where readers 

explore a wide array of themes and perspectives, contributing to a rich tapestry of interpretations. 

Moreover, statistics from the National Book Trust of India reveal a growing demand for literature 

in regional languages, indicating a deep-rooted engagement with indigenous storytelling traditions. 

Similarly, in Indonesia, readers demonstrate a profound appreciation for literature that reflects the 

country's diverse cultural heritage and historical experiences. Studies by Pramono (2018) 

emphasize the role of literature in Indonesia as a means of preserving cultural identity and fostering 

critical discourse on societal issues. Indonesian readers often engage in literary discussions known 

as "kopi darat," where they gather in informal settings to share insights and interpretations of texts, 

as observed by Suryadi (2021). This communal approach to reading strengthens social bonds and 

enriches readers' understanding of symbolic elements and thematic nuances within literary works. 

Similarly, in Ghana, readers demonstrate a keen appreciation for literature that addresses themes 

of identity, history, and social justice. Research by Mensah (2020) underscores the role of literature 

in Ghana as a tool for cultural expression and political critique. Ghanaian readers actively 

participate in literary events and online forums, where they discuss and analyze texts in relation to 

contemporary issues facing their society. This interactive engagement with literature reflects a 

growing awareness of its transformative potential in shaping collective consciousness and 

fostering empathy among readers in sub-Saharan Africa. 

Similarly, in South Africa, readers demonstrate a profound appreciation for literature that 

addresses themes of identity, reconciliation, and social change. Research by Dlamini (2021) 

underscores the transformative power of literature in post-apartheid South Africa, where readers 

engage critically with texts to reckon with the country's complex history and envision a more 

inclusive future. South African readers actively participate in literary events and community-based 

reading initiatives, reflecting a commitment to dialogue and empathy through literature. This 

collective engagement with texts not only deepens readers' understanding and interpretation but 

also contributes to broader socio-cultural conversations within the country. 

In sub-Saharan African economies like Kenya and Ghana, readers exhibit a profound connection 

to literature that reflects their diverse cultural heritage and societal realities. For instance, in Kenya, 

readers engage with literature as a means of exploring and preserving oral storytelling traditions, 

as highlighted by Ochieng (2018). This oral-literary continuum enriches readers' interpretations, 

allowing for a holistic understanding of symbolic elements and thematic motifs. Moreover, 

initiatives such as book festivals and reading clubs contribute to a vibrant literary ecosystem, 

fostering deeper engagement with texts among Kenyan readers. 

Similarly, in sub-Saharan African economies like Nigeria and South Africa, readers exhibit a deep 

appreciation for storytelling traditions and oral literature, which inform their understanding and 

interpretation of written texts. For instance, in Nigeria, readers draw upon indigenous narratives 

and folklore to contextualize and analyze contemporary literature, as highlighted in a study by 
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Adegbite (2020). This fusion of oral and written traditions enriches readers' interpretations, 

allowing for a multifaceted understanding of themes and symbolism. Moreover, statistics from the 

Nigerian Publishers Association indicate a steady increase in the publication and consumption of 

literary works, underscoring the enduring relevance of reading in shaping cultural identity and 

fostering critical thinking. 

In other sub-Saharan African economies like Nigeria and South Africa, readers showcase a deep 

engagement with literature that reflects their rich cultural heritage and historical experiences. For 

instance, in Nigeria, readers draw upon indigenous storytelling traditions to interpret and analyze 

contemporary literary works, as highlighted by Adegbite (2020). This fusion of oral and written 

traditions enriches readers' understanding of symbolic elements and thematic complexities within 

texts, contributing to vibrant literary discussions and reinterpretations. Additionally, initiatives 

such as literary festivals and book clubs play a crucial role in fostering a dynamic reading culture 

among Nigerian readers, as observed by Ogungbesan (2019). 

Symbolism in literature involves the use of symbols, such as metaphors, allegories, and motifs, to 

convey deeper meanings beyond the literal interpretation of the text. Metaphors, for example, 

represent one concept in terms of another, allowing readers to make connections between abstract 

ideas and concrete images. This can enhance reader understanding by providing vivid imagery that 

evokes emotional responses and invites deeper reflection (Smith, 2019). Similarly, allegories 

employ symbolic characters, events, or settings to represent abstract concepts or moral lessons, 

encouraging readers to engage in allegorical interpretation to uncover layers of meaning beneath 

the surface narrative (Jones, 2021). Motifs, on the other hand, are recurring symbols or thematic 

elements that contribute to the overall meaning of a literary work, providing coherence and depth 

to the narrative while inviting readers to discern patterns and thematic developments (Brown, 

2020). 

Readers' understanding and interpretation of symbolism in literature can vary based on their ability 

to recognize symbolic elements, depth of analysis, and personal connections to the text. For 

instance, skilled readers may identify and analyze symbols within the context of the narrative, 

drawing upon their knowledge of literary conventions and cultural context to discern deeper 

meanings (Lee, 2018). Additionally, readers often bring their own experiences, beliefs, and 

cultural background to their interpretation of symbols, allowing for personalized and subjective 

readings of the text (Garcia, 2022). Through this process of interpretation, readers engage actively 

with the text, constructing meaning through their interaction with symbolic elements and 

contributing to a richer understanding of the work as a whole (Nguyen, 2019). 

Problem Statement 

The role of symbolism in reader understanding and interpretation remains a topic of significant 

scholarly interest, yet there is a need for further investigation into its impact and effectiveness in 

contemporary literature. While existing research has explored various aspects of symbolism, 

including its use of metaphor, allegory, and motifs, there is a gap in understanding how readers 

engage with these symbolic elements and the extent to which they contribute to deeper 

comprehension and interpretation. Additionally, the influence of individual differences, such as 

cultural background, personal experiences, and literary expertise, on readers' interpretation of 

symbolism requires further exploration to provide a comprehensive understanding of its role in 

shaping reader responses. Recent research has highlighted the complexity of interpreting 
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symbolism in literature and its potential to evoke diverse meanings and emotions among readers 

(Garcia, 2022; Jones, 2021). However, there is limited empirical evidence on the specific strategies 

readers employ when analyzing symbolic elements and the factors that influence their 

interpretation process (Nguyen, 2019). Furthermore, the evolving nature of literary texts and 

readers' evolving preferences and sensibilities necessitate a reexamination of the role of symbolism 

in contemporary literature and its relevance in fostering critical thinking and empathy among 

readers (Lee, 2018; Brown, 2020). Therefore, this study aims to address these gaps by investigating 

the role of symbolism in reader understanding and interpretation, with a focus on identifying 

effective strategies for analyzing symbolic elements and understanding their impact on reader 

engagement and comprehension. 

Theoretical Framework 

Reader-Response Theory 

Originating from the work of Louise Rosenblatt, reader-response theory emphasizes the active role 

of the reader in constructing meaning from a text. According to this theory, readers bring their own 

experiences, beliefs, and cultural background to their interpretation of a text, influencing how they 

understand and engage with symbolic elements (Garcia, 2022). In the context of assessing the role 

of symbolism in reader understanding and interpretation, reader-response theory is relevant as it 

highlights the subjective nature of interpretation and the importance of considering readers' 

individual responses to symbolic elements. 

Semiotic Theory 

Developed by Ferdinand de Saussure and further expanded upon by Roland Barthes, semiotic 

theory focuses on the study of signs and symbols and their meanings within cultural contexts. This 

theory posits that symbols convey meaning through their relationship with other signs and through 

the conventions established within a particular culture (Jones, 2021). In the context of assessing 

symbolism in literature, semiotic theory provides a framework for understanding how symbols 

function within a text and how readers interpret these symbols based on their cultural knowledge 

and contextual cues. 

Cognitive Theory of Metaphor 

Proposed by George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, the cognitive theory of metaphor suggests that 

metaphorical thinking is central to human cognition and understanding. This theory posits that we 

use metaphorical language to make sense of abstract concepts by mapping them onto more 

concrete domains (Lee, 2018). In the context of assessing the role of symbolism in reader 

understanding and interpretation, this theory is relevant as it highlights how readers may use 

metaphorical thinking to interpret symbolic elements within a text, facilitating deeper 

comprehension and engagement. 

Empirical Review 

Smith (2019) aimed to understand how readers engage with symbolic elements in contemporary 

literature. Through in-depth interviews with a diverse group of readers, the study explored the 

subjective nature of symbolic interpretation. Findings revealed that readers often interpret symbols 

based on personal experiences and cultural background, highlighting the individualized nature of 

symbolic understanding. The study emphasized the importance of considering readers' 

perspectives and experiences in analyzing symbolic elements within literary texts. Moreover, it 
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revealed that readers' interpretations of symbolism were influenced by various factors such as 

education level, literary preferences, and exposure to different cultural contexts. The study also 

highlighted the role of emotion and intuition in readers' engagement with symbolism, suggesting 

that subjective responses play a significant role in shaping interpretations. Furthermore, it 

identified recurring patterns in readers' responses to symbolic elements, indicating the presence of 

shared cultural codes and conventions that inform interpretation. Overall, the study provided 

valuable insights into the complexities of symbolic interpretation and the need for a nuanced 

understanding of readers' engagement with symbolic elements in literature. 

Jones (2021) investigated the effectiveness of teaching strategies for enhancing reader 

comprehension of symbolism. Using classroom observations and surveys, the study identified 

specific instructional techniques associated with improved symbolic interpretation among 

students. Findings highlighted the importance of guided discussion and close reading in facilitating 

deeper engagement with symbolic elements. Additionally, the study revealed variations in 

students' responses to different types of symbolism, suggesting the need for differentiated 

instructional approaches. Moreover, it identified common challenges encountered by students in 

interpreting symbolism, such as ambiguity and cultural differences. The study provided practical 

recommendations for educators, including the use of scaffolding techniques and the incorporation 

of diverse texts to enhance students' symbolic literacy. Furthermore, it underscored the importance 

of fostering critical thinking skills and encouraging students to explore multiple interpretations of 

symbolic elements. Overall, the study contributed valuable insights into effective pedagogical 

approaches for teaching symbolism in literature. 

Lee (2018) examined the development of symbolic understanding in children from preschool 

through adolescence. Utilizing standardized assessments and observational measures, the study 

tracked changes in children's ability to recognize and interpret symbols over time. Findings 

revealed developmental trends in symbolic comprehension, highlighting the importance of 

considering age-related factors in understanding how readers engage with symbolic elements in 

literature. The study identified significant milestones in children's symbolic development, such as 

the emergence of symbolic play and the ability to understand metaphorical language. Moreover, it 

explored the role of environmental influences, such as parental involvement and exposure to 

literature, in shaping children's symbolic understanding. Additionally, the study revealed 

individual differences in children's symbolic abilities, suggesting the presence of factors beyond 

age that influence symbolic development. Furthermore, it provided insights into the cognitive 

processes involved in symbolic interpretation and the implications for educational practice. 

Overall, the study advanced our understanding of symbolic development across different stages of 

childhood and adolescence. 

Garcia (2022) compared reader responses to symbolism in literature across different cultural 

contexts. Through analysis of reader reviews and responses from online forums, the study revealed 

cultural variations in the interpretation of symbolic elements. Findings underscored the need for 

culturally sensitive approaches to literary analysis and highlighted the impact of cultural 

background on readers' understanding and interpretation of symbolism. Moreover, the study 

identified common themes and motifs that emerged across diverse cultural contexts, suggesting 

the presence of shared symbolic meanings. Additionally, it explored the role of translation and 

adaptation in mediating readers' engagement with symbolic elements across cultures. Furthermore, 

the study provided insights into the complex interplay between universal and culturally specific 
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aspects of symbolic interpretation. Overall, it contributed valuable insights into the role of cultural 

context in shaping readers' engagement with symbolic elements in literature. 

Nguyen (2019) examined the relationship between depth of symbolic analysis and reader 

engagement with the text. Using eye-tracking technology and self-report measures, the study found 

that readers who engaged in deeper symbolic analysis exhibited higher levels of emotional and 

cognitive engagement with the text. Findings underscored the importance of promoting critical 

thinking skills to enhance reader understanding of symbolism. Moreover, the study revealed 

correlations between readers' symbolic analysis skills and their overall reading comprehension 

abilities. Additionally, it explored the impact of individual differences, such as cognitive style and 

reading habits, on readers' engagement with symbolic elements. Furthermore, the study provided 

insights into the cognitive processes involved in symbolic interpretation and the implications for 

literacy instruction. Overall, it advanced our understanding of the role of symbolism in reader 

engagement and comprehension. 

METHODOLOGY 

This study adopted a desk methodology. A desk study research design is commonly known as 

secondary data collection. This is basically collecting data from existing resources preferably 

because of its low cost advantage as compared to a field research. Our current study looked into 

already published studies and reports as the data was easily accessed through online journals and 

libraries. 

RESULTS 

Conceptual Gaps: While the study by Smith (2019), Jones (2021), Lee (2018), Garcia (2022), 

and Nguyen (2019) provide valuable insights into reader engagement with symbolic elements, 

there is a notable absence of research examining symbolism in non-Western literary traditions. 

There is a need for studies that explore how readers from diverse cultural backgrounds interpret 

symbolism, considering the influence of cultural norms, values, and storytelling traditions on 

symbolic interpretation. The study primarily focus on symbolism in traditional literary texts, with 

little attention given to symbolism in digital media such as online literature, social media, or video 

games. As digital media becomes increasingly prominent in contemporary culture, there is a gap 

in understanding how readers engage with symbolic elements in these digital formats and how 

symbolism is used to convey meaning and evoke reader responses. 

Contextual Gaps: While Jones (2021) addresses the effectiveness of teaching strategies for 

enhancing student comprehension of symbolism, there is a lack of research on how symbolism is 

taught and assessed in educational settings beyond the classroom. Future studies could explore the 

integration of symbolism into standardized assessments, curriculum design, and teacher 

professional development to promote students' symbolic literacy skills. The study primarily focus 

on symbolism in traditional written texts, overlooking the role of symbolism in multimodal texts 

that combine text with images, sounds, and other multimedia elements. Investigating how readers 

interpret symbolism in multimodal texts could provide insights into the interplay between different 

modes of representation and enhance our understanding of how symbolism functions across 

diverse textual formats. 

Geographical Gaps: While Garcia (2022) compares reader responses to symbolism across 

different cultural contexts, there is a need for more comparative studies that systematically analyze 

symbolism in literature from various global literary traditions. Such studies could reveal 
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commonalities and differences in symbolic interpretation across cultures, shedding light on the 

universal and culturally specific aspects of symbolism. The existing studies predominantly focus 

on symbolism in Western literary contexts, with limited attention given to specific geographical 

regions such as Africa, Asia, or the Middle East. Conducting research in these underrepresented 

regions could provide valuable insights into how symbolism operates within diverse cultural and 

literary landscapes, enriching our understanding of symbolic interpretation on a global scale. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Conclusion 

Assessing the role of symbolism in reader understanding and interpretation is a multifaceted 

endeavor that requires careful consideration of various factors, including cultural background, 

educational context, and cognitive processes. Through empirical studies exploring reader 

engagement with symbolic elements in literature, researchers have uncovered valuable insights 

into the complexities of symbolic interpretation and its impact on reader comprehension and 

engagement. These studies have highlighted the subjective nature of symbolic understanding, 

emphasizing the influence of individual experiences, emotions, and cultural perspectives on 

readers' interpretations of symbolic elements. Furthermore, research has demonstrated the 

importance of effective pedagogical strategies for teaching symbolism in educational settings, as 

well as the need for culturally sensitive approaches to literary analysis that acknowledge the 

diverse ways in which readers interpret symbolism across different cultural contexts. Moreover, 

studies examining the developmental trajectory of symbolic understanding in children have 

provided valuable insights into the cognitive processes involved in symbolic interpretation and the 

implications for literacy instruction. Overall, the body of research on assessing the role of 

symbolism in reader understanding and interpretation underscores the richness and complexity of 

symbolic meaning in literature, while also pointing to the importance of ongoing inquiry and 

exploration in this area. 

Recommendations 

The following are the recommendations based on theory, practice and policy: 

Theory 

Researchers should continue to develop and refine theoretical frameworks that elucidate the 

cognitive processes involved in symbolic interpretation, drawing from disciplines such as 

cognitive psychology, semiotics, and literary theory. This includes investigating the role of 

metaphor, allegory, and motifs in shaping reader responses to symbolic elements. Encourage 

interdisciplinary collaboration between scholars from fields such as psychology, education, 

anthropology, and cultural studies to enrich our understanding of symbolism and its implications 

for reader engagement and comprehension. 

Practice 

Educators should implement evidence-based instructional strategies for teaching symbolism in 

educational settings, including guided discussion, close reading, and scaffolded instruction. These 

strategies should be tailored to meet the diverse needs of students and foster critical thinking skills. 

Educators should incorporate a diverse range of literary texts from different cultural traditions and 

historical periods to expose students to a variety of symbolic elements and cultural perspectives. 
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This can promote cultural literacy and enhance students' ability to interpret symbolism across 

diverse contexts. 

Policy 

Educational policymakers should consider integrating symbolism into curriculum standards and 

assessments to ensure that students develop symbolic literacy skills alongside other critical reading 

competencies. This can help foster a deeper appreciation for literature and promote lifelong 

engagement with symbolic texts. Policymakers should allocate resources to support research 

initiatives that investigate the role of symbolism in reader understanding and interpretation. This 

includes funding empirical studies, supporting interdisciplinary research collaborations, and 

disseminating research findings to inform educational practice and policy development. 
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