
By Craig DiLouie

Engaging Readers with

Theme, Symbolism, and 

Figurative Language



Genesis

ÅVampire novel published by 

Simon & Schuster in 2014

ÅAt HWA event attended a 

panel, where a writer advised 

to sell nonfiction concept

ÅFor me, it was, ñHow far 

would you go for someone 

you love?ò

ÅBecame focus of its appeal



Genesis

Åss



Genesis

ÅTheme is not the product of genius but a writing tool

ÅReaders want it and they respond to it

ÅThe tool is actually a toolbox of theme, symbolism, 

and figurative language



Theme
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What is theme?

ñAn idea that recurs of 

pervades a work of art or 

literature.ò



What is theme?

ÅThe nonfiction concept of 

the story

ÅA unifying idea

ÅThe moral of the story

ÅThe storyôs soul

ÅA description of a story in a 

single sentence

ÅMultiple themes are 

possible



Plot What happens

Character Why it happens

Setting Where it happens

Theme What is all means



ñSo, whatôs your book about?ò



So, whatôs your 

book about?

Itôs about a group of people hunting a 

monster living around a lake. When a 

childhood friend goes missing, they 

realize they have no choice but to destroy 

it, taking them into a struggle to survive 

under the waters of the lake. There are 

three main characters, one them is like 

Captain Ahab and the monster is her 

Moby Dick, another is a scientist who 

wants to study the monster. But then 

theyðno, wait, let me go further backé



So, whatôs your 

book about?

Itôs a monster novel 

about finding 

redemption in 

paying off a debt to 

someone we lost.

Sounds cool! 

Tell me more!



Ways to describe your story

ÅTheme: A single person 

can make all the difference in 

the world.

ÅPremise: An angel proves 

a suicidal man his value by 

showing him what the world 

would be like if heôd never 

been born.

ÅCentral conflict: A man 

battling a rich banker is 

shown what the town would 

be like if heôd never been 

born and learns his value.



READER WRITER

Teaches about life More focused story

Adds dimension to 

engage with

Helps writer make 

choices

Something to think about 

after they finish

Way to test characterôs 

beliefs

Can inspire a review Can help the book find 

its audience

Why theme?



Why theme?

ñThree Keys To Telling Personal Stories That 

Move Hearts And Minds,ò Forbes, May 2016:

#1: inciting incident

What happened that created adversity?

Å#2: personal transformation

How did you arise to the challenge?

Å#3: Life lesson

Connect a personal struggle and transformation 

to the broader world shared with the reader



Your book really 

made me think. It 

changed my life.

Thanks,

theme!



SUBJECT THEME

Love and heartbreak Love conquers all, but some people lose

Life and death We donôt know what comes after, so live 

life to the fullest

Good and evil If you are good to other people, good 

things will happen to you

War and peace We can condemn war while loving those 

who fight them

Coming of age Giving in to peer pressure to be likeable 

can make you dislike yourself

Power Power corrupts, so it should be limited

Individual and society A society is only as good as how it treats 

its minorities

Order and chaos If you try too hard to control events, youôll 

end up losing all control



How to use theme

ÅFind it as early as possible

ÅExpress it as a single sentence

Å Internalize it and let it speak through the story

ÅCan be explicit at beginning, via Ally character, or 

via protagonist around final transformation

ÅAvoid making an argument

ÅReinforce with image system

ÅShould relate to central conflict and character arc

ÅCan be framed as a question aimed at reader

ÅBe prepared for different reader interpretations



Theme through moral choice

Protagonist can be given a moral 

choice relating to the theme.

In The Maltese Falcon, the theme is, 

ñHonor comes before everything.ò

Detective Sam Spade finds out his 

client murdered his partner to frame 

somebody else, but heôs fallen for her.

Spade is hired by criminals seeking the 

Falcon. They offer him a lot of money.

He turns them all in, choosing honor 

and justice over love and wealth.


