
how to read literature like a professor
chapters summary
how to read literature like a professor chapters summary is a comprehensive guide that delves
into the intricacies of understanding literature at a deeper level. This article provides a detailed
summary of each chapter from Thomas C. Foster's influential book, highlighting key concepts and
insights that can enhance your reading experience. By exploring various literary elements, themes,
and symbols, readers can learn to appreciate literature beyond the surface narrative. The summaries
will not only cover the main ideas of each chapter but also provide context and examples that
illustrate Foster's methods. This article aims to serve as a valuable resource for students, educators,
and literature enthusiasts alike.
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Understanding the Purpose of Literature
Literature serves multiple purposes, from reflecting societal values to exploring complex human
emotions. In "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," Foster encourages readers to recognize that
literature is not merely a collection of words but a mode of communication that conveys deeper
meanings and truths. By understanding the context in which a piece was written, readers can
discern the author's intent and the societal influences at play. This understanding enriches the
reading experience and fosters a greater appreciation for the nuances of literary works.

The Role of Symbols and Themes
One of the core ideas Foster presents is the significance of symbols and recurring themes in
literature. He asserts that these elements are not accidental; they serve to connect various works
across different periods and styles. For instance, the use of water often symbolizes rebirth or
cleansing, while the journey motif represents personal growth and discovery. Recognizing these
patterns allows readers to draw parallels between texts and better understand the universal human
experience that literature often seeks to convey.



Chapter Summaries
Foster's book is structured into concise chapters, each tackling a specific aspect of literary analysis.
Below is a summary of key chapters that highlight essential elements of reading literature critically.

Chapter 1: Every Trip Is a Quest (Except When It’s Not)
In this chapter, Foster introduces the concept of the literary quest, which involves a protagonist
embarking on a journey that leads to self-discovery. He outlines five key elements of a quest: a hero,
a place to go, a stated reason to go there, challenges and trials, and a real reason for the journey.
Through examples from well-known novels, Foster illustrates how this framework applies to various
stories, emphasizing that the journey often holds more significance than the destination.

Chapter 2: Nice to Eat with You: Acts of Communion
This chapter explores the symbolism of shared meals in literature, suggesting that dining together
often represents communion and connection among characters. Foster discusses how these
moments can reveal relationships, power dynamics, and social hierarchies. By examining meals in
works like "The Great Gatsby" and "To Kill a Mockingbird," readers can understand how communal
activities serve to deepen character interactions and plot development.

Chapter 3: The Sea as Symbol
Foster delves into the myriad ways the sea is used as a symbol in literature. He explains that the sea
can represent various themes, such as danger, freedom, and the unknown. By analyzing texts like
"The Old Man and the Sea," he illustrates how authors utilize the sea to evoke emotions and explore
complex ideas about life and existence. Recognizing these symbols enhances the reader’s
engagement with the text.

Chapter 4: If It’s Square, It’s a Sonnet
In this chapter, Foster introduces the sonnet form and its significance in poetry. He discusses the
structure, themes, and historical context of sonnets, emphasizing their emotional depth and lyrical
beauty. Understanding the characteristics of sonnets allows readers to appreciate the artistry
involved in crafting poetry and to recognize how form influences meaning.

Key Themes and Concepts
Throughout "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," several recurring themes and concepts
emerge that are crucial for literary analysis. These themes not only enhance comprehension but also
encourage readers to engage with texts critically.



The Importance of Context
Foster emphasizes that understanding the historical and cultural context of a literary work is vital
for interpretation. Knowledge of the time period, author’s background, and societal norms can
provide insight into the motivations behind characters' actions and the themes presented. This
context allows readers to appreciate the layers of meaning within the text.

Intertextuality
Another significant concept is intertextuality, which refers to the interconnectedness of literary
works. Foster points out that authors often draw inspiration from previous texts, creating a dialogue
between works across time and space. Recognizing these connections enriches the reading
experience, as it allows readers to see how literature evolves and reacts to preceding narratives.

Character Development
Foster highlights the importance of character development as a means to explore themes and convey
messages in literature. He encourages readers to pay attention to how characters change
throughout a narrative, as these transformations often encapsulate the larger themes of the work.
Understanding character arcs can provide insight into the author’s critique of society and human
nature.

Conclusion
In summary, "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" equips readers with essential tools for
literary analysis. By summarizing key chapters and highlighting significant themes and concepts,
this article serves as a valuable resource for anyone seeking to deepen their understanding of
literature. Engaging with Foster's insights allows readers to appreciate the complexity of literary
works and encourages a lifelong love of reading.

Q: What is the main purpose of "How to Read Literature Like a
Professor"?
A: The main purpose of the book is to guide readers in understanding literature more deeply by
analyzing its themes, symbols, and narrative techniques. It encourages critical thinking and a
greater appreciation for literary artistry.

Q: How does Foster define a literary quest?
A: Foster defines a literary quest as a narrative structure involving a hero who embarks on a journey
with specific goals, facing challenges that lead to personal growth and self-discovery.



Q: Why are shared meals significant in literature?
A: Shared meals symbolize communion and connection among characters, often revealing
underlying relationships and social dynamics. They serve as pivotal moments that deepen character
interactions.

Q: What role does context play in literary analysis?
A: Context is crucial for interpretation, as it provides insight into the historical, cultural, and social
factors that influence a literary work. Understanding context enhances comprehension and enriches
the reading experience.

Q: How can recognizing intertextuality enhance a reader's
experience?
A: Recognizing intertextuality allows readers to see connections between texts, enriching their
understanding of how literature evolves and responds to previous works, thus deepening their
appreciation for storytelling.

Q: What is the significance of character development in
literature?
A: Character development is significant because it illustrates themes and messages within a
narrative. Changes in characters often reflect larger societal critiques and highlight the complexity
of human nature.

Q: Can you provide an example of a symbol discussed in the
book?
A: One example of a symbol discussed in the book is the sea, which can represent danger, freedom,
or the unknown, depending on the context of the narrative. This symbol is used to evoke emotions
and explore complex themes.

Q: How does the structure of a sonnet affect its meaning?
A: The structure of a sonnet, with its specific rhyme schemes and meter, contributes to its emotional
impact and thematic depth. Understanding this structure helps readers appreciate the artistry
involved in poetry.

Q: What is the benefit of reading literature like a professor?
A: The benefit of reading literature like a professor is that it encourages a deeper engagement with



texts, fostering critical thinking skills, enhancing appreciation for literary techniques, and ultimately
leading to a richer reading experience.
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