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chapter 20
how to read literature like a professor chapter 20 is a pivotal section in Thomas C. Foster's
enlightening book that unlocks the deeper meanings behind literature. This chapter specifically delves
into the significance of the cultural and historical contexts that shape literary texts. By exploring how
literature is influenced by the world around it, readers gain a more profound understanding of the
themes and motifs that may not be immediately apparent. This article will provide a comprehensive
overview of Chapter 20, examine its key themes, and explain its relevance in the broader context of
literary analysis. Additionally, we will discuss the importance of reading with a critical eye and how to
apply these insights to your own literary explorations.
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Understanding Context in Literature
Chapter 20 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" emphasizes the crucial role that context plays
in understanding literature. Context refers to the circumstances surrounding the creation of a literary
work, including cultural, social, historical, and political factors. This chapter asserts that to fully
appreciate a text, one must consider the environment in which it was produced. Without this
understanding, readers may miss the nuances and deeper meanings embedded within the narrative.

Foster illustrates that literature is not created in a vacuum; rather, it reflects the author's
experiences, beliefs, and the zeitgeist of the time. By analyzing the context, readers can unravel
layers of meaning that inform character motivations, plot developments, and thematic elements. This
approach is not only essential for academic study but also enriches personal reading experiences.

The Importance of Cultural Context
Cultural context encompasses the values, beliefs, and practices of the society in which the author
resides. Foster argues that understanding cultural nuances can illuminate the motivations behind
characters' actions and societal norms portrayed in literature. For example, a work set in a specific
historical period may reflect the prevailing attitudes towards gender, race, or class.



When readers grasp the cultural context, they can engage with the text on a deeper level. They can
analyze how characters navigate their environments and how societal pressures shape their
decisions. This understanding fosters empathy and a more comprehensive appreciation of the
narrative.

The Role of Historical Context
Historical context involves the events and conditions that influence the time period of the literary
work. Foster highlights that historical events can profoundly impact the themes and characters of a
story. For instance, a novel written during a time of war may explore themes of loss, resilience, or the
human condition in unique ways.

Readers are encouraged to research the historical background of a text to fully grasp its implications.
This can include understanding the political climate, social movements, and significant events that
coincide with the text's publication. By doing so, readers can uncover how these factors shape the
narrative and inform the author's perspectives.

The Role of Authorial Intent
Another critical aspect discussed in Chapter 20 is authorial intent, which refers to the purpose and
motivation behind a writer's work. Foster posits that understanding what an author aims to convey
can significantly enhance a reader's comprehension of the text. While it is essential to recognize that
not all literary works have a singular meaning, considering authorial intent can provide valuable
insights.

Foster encourages readers to think about the choices an author makes regarding plot development,
character creation, and thematic exploration. These choices often reflect the author's beliefs,
experiences, and the messages they wish to communicate. However, it is also essential to balance
this understanding with the recognition that once a text is published, it becomes open to various
interpretations.

Analyzing Authorial Choices
When analyzing a text through the lens of authorial intent, readers should consider specific elements
such as:

The author's background and experiences

The historical and cultural context in which the author wrote

The themes and motifs that recur in the author's body of work

The intended audience and how this may shape the narrative

By examining these factors, readers can develop a more nuanced understanding of the text and
appreciate the complexities of the author's message.



Historical Influences on Literary Works
Foster elaborates on how various historical movements and events shape literary works. He points out
that literature often serves as a reflection of societal changes, offering insight into the human
experience during specific periods. Understanding these historical influences allows readers to
connect the text with real-world events and movements.

For example, literature from the Romantic period often emphasizes individualism and nature as a
reaction against the Industrial Revolution. Similarly, postcolonial literature frequently addresses
themes of identity and cultural conflict arising from colonial histories. Recognizing these connections
enhances the reader's engagement with the text.

Literature as Social Commentary
Many authors use their work as a means of social commentary, addressing issues such as inequality,
injustice, and human rights. By analyzing the historical context, readers can identify how authors
critique societal norms and advocate for change through their narratives. This aspect of literature
underscores its power as a tool for reflection and transformation.

In studying literature through this lens, readers are encouraged to ask questions about the text's
social implications and the author's stance on relevant issues. This critical approach fosters a deeper
understanding of both the literature and the world it reflects.

Applying Chapter 20 to Your Reading
Incorporating the insights from Chapter 20 into your reading practice can greatly enhance your
literary analysis skills. Foster encourages readers to approach texts with a mindset that seeks to
uncover the layers of meaning shaped by context. Here are some strategies to apply these concepts:

Research the historical and cultural context of the text before reading.

Consider the author's background and how it may influence the narrative.

Reflect on how societal changes during the author's time may impact the themes presented.

Engage in discussions with others to gain multiple perspectives on the text.

Keep a reading journal to note insights about context and authorial intent as you read.

By adopting these practices, readers can develop a richer, more informed perspective on literature,
enabling them to appreciate the artistry and complexity of the texts they encounter.

Conclusion
Chapter 20 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" serves as an invaluable resource for readers
seeking to deepen their understanding of literary texts. By focusing on the significance of context and
authorial intent, Thomas C. Foster equips readers with the tools necessary to analyze literature more



critically. Understanding the cultural and historical influences on literature enhances one’s reading
experience, revealing the intricate connections between texts and the world they inhabit. As readers
apply these insights to their literary explorations, they not only enrich their own understanding but
also cultivate a more profound appreciation for the power of literature itself.

Q: What is the main focus of Chapter 20 in "How to Read
Literature Like a Professor"?
A: Chapter 20 focuses on the importance of context in understanding literature, emphasizing how
cultural and historical factors shape literary texts and influence themes and characters.

Q: How does cultural context affect the interpretation of a
literary work?
A: Cultural context affects interpretation by providing insight into the societal norms, values, and
beliefs that influence character actions and plot developments, allowing readers to engage with the
text on a deeper level.

Q: What role does authorial intent play in literary analysis?
A: Authorial intent plays a significant role in literary analysis as it helps readers understand the
motivations behind a writer's choices, offering valuable insights into the themes and messages
conveyed in the text.

Q: Why is it important to consider historical context when
reading literature?
A: Considering historical context is important because it helps readers connect the text to real-world
events and movements, enhancing their understanding of the themes and social commentary present
in the literature.

Q: How can readers apply the concepts from Chapter 20 to
their reading practices?
A: Readers can apply the concepts by researching the historical and cultural context of texts,
reflecting on the author's background, and engaging in discussions to gain diverse perspectives on
the literature they read.

Q: What are some strategies for analyzing authorial choices in
literature?
A: Strategies for analyzing authorial choices include examining the author's background,
understanding the historical context, identifying recurring themes, and considering the intended



audience of the work.

Q: How does literature serve as a social commentary?
A: Literature serves as social commentary by addressing issues such as inequality and injustice,
allowing authors to critique societal norms and advocate for change through their narratives.

Q: What is the significance of understanding both cultural and
historical influences in literature?
A: Understanding both cultural and historical influences is significant because it provides a
comprehensive view of how external factors shape literary works, enriching the reader's engagement
and interpretation.

Q: How can keeping a reading journal benefit literary
analysis?
A: Keeping a reading journal can benefit literary analysis by allowing readers to document their
insights about context and authorial intent, fostering deeper reflection and understanding of the texts
they read.

Q: What is the overall message of Chapter 20 in relation to
literary analysis?
A: The overall message of Chapter 20 is that context—both cultural and historical—is essential for a
thorough understanding of literature, and that recognizing these influences can transform a reader's
experience and analysis of texts.
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