
how to read literature like a professor
main points
how to read literature like a professor main points provides an insightful approach to
understanding literature beyond surface-level readings. This article will delve into key
concepts and main points from the book "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" by
Thomas C. Foster, which emphasizes the importance of recognizing patterns, symbols, and
deeper meanings in literary works. By understanding these elements, readers can enhance
their critical thinking and analytical skills, allowing for a richer reading experience. In this
article, we will explore the main points of the book, including the significance of context,
the use of literary devices, and the themes that recur across various works. We will also
examine how these elements contribute to a deeper understanding of literature as a whole.

Understanding the Importance of Context

Recognizing Literary Devices

Exploring Themes and Symbols

Reading Beyond the Text

Applying the Knowledge

Understanding the Importance of Context
Context plays a fundamental role in interpreting literature. It encompasses the historical,
cultural, and social circumstances surrounding a text's creation, which can significantly
influence its meaning. When readers consider the context in which a literary work was
written, they can uncover layers of significance that might otherwise remain hidden.

Foster emphasizes that understanding the author’s background, the time period, and the
societal issues at play can change how a reader perceives the narrative. For instance, a
novel written during a time of social upheaval might reflect the struggles and aspirations of
its characters in ways that resonate with contemporary issues. By analyzing context,
readers gain insights into the motivations behind characters' actions and the overall
message of the work.

Additionally, recognizing the intended audience at the time of publication can also enrich a
reader's understanding. Different audiences may interpret the same text in various ways
based on their own experiences and societal norms. Therefore, grasping the context is
essential for a well-rounded interpretation.



Recognizing Literary Devices
Literary devices are tools that authors use to convey meaning and enhance their writing.
Foster highlights several key devices that readers should be aware of, including symbolism,
irony, and imagery. By recognizing these devices, readers can appreciate the
craftsmanship of a text and draw deeper insights from it.

Symbolism
Symbolism involves using objects, characters, or events to represent broader concepts or
ideas. For example, in many literary works, the journey often symbolizes personal growth or
transformation. By identifying symbols, readers can discern themes that resonate on
multiple levels.

Irony
Irony occurs when there is a discrepancy between expectation and reality. It can take
various forms, including verbal irony, situational irony, and dramatic irony. Understanding
irony can lead to a more nuanced reading of characters and their motivations, as well as
the overall tone of the work.

Imagery
Imagery engages the senses and paints vivid pictures in the reader's mind. By paying
attention to descriptive language, readers can identify the emotional undertone of scenes
and better understand the characters' experiences and feelings. This aspect of literary
analysis encourages readers to immerse themselves in the text.

Exploring Themes and Symbols
Themes are the central ideas or messages that a literary work conveys. Foster encourages
readers to look for recurring themes across different texts, as these can reveal universal
truths about the human experience. Recognizing these themes allows readers to connect
various works and understand how they reflect and critique society.

Common themes that Foster discusses include love, power, identity, and conflict. For
instance, the theme of love can manifest in different forms, such as romantic love, familial
love, or friendship, and can be explored in a multitude of ways within various narratives. By
analyzing how different authors approach the same theme, readers can appreciate the
diversity of perspectives in literature.

In addition to themes, symbols serve as a powerful tool for conveying deeper meanings.
Foster illustrates how a single symbol can carry different meanings in different contexts,
depending on the author's intent and the societal backdrop. For example, the color red can
symbolize love, danger, or passion, depending on how it is used within the narrative.



Reading Beyond the Text
Foster emphasizes the importance of reading beyond the text itself. This involves engaging
with secondary sources, such as literary criticism and historical analyses, to enrich one's
understanding of a work. By exploring various interpretations and analyses, readers can
gain new insights and broaden their perspectives.

Moreover, reading beyond the text means considering the intertextuality of literature—how
texts reference or influence one another. Understanding how a contemporary work
responds to or builds upon classic literature can enhance a reader's appreciation of the text
and its significance in the literary canon.

Applying the Knowledge
Ultimately, learning how to read literature like a professor is not just about academic
analysis; it is about applying this knowledge to enhance one's reading experience. By
implementing the strategies discussed by Foster, readers can approach literature with a
critical eye and a deeper appreciation for the complexities of storytelling.

Readers are encouraged to ask questions while reading, such as: What is the author trying
to convey? How do the characters' experiences reflect larger societal issues? What symbols
can I identify, and what do they represent? By engaging in this active reading process,
individuals can foster a more profound connection with the texts they encounter.

Practical Steps for Application

Keep a reading journal to note symbols, themes, and literary devices encountered.

Discuss readings with others to gain different perspectives.

Attend literary discussions or book clubs to enhance understanding.

Explore adaptations of literature, such as films or plays, to see how interpretations
vary.

Research the historical and cultural context of works to deepen comprehension.

By incorporating these practical steps into their reading habits, individuals can transform
their approach to literature and engage with texts on a more profound level.

FAQ Section



Q: What is the main premise of "How to Read Literature
Like a Professor"?
A: The main premise of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" is to provide readers with
tools and insights to analyze and interpret literature more deeply, recognizing patterns,
symbols, and themes that enhance understanding.

Q: Why is context important in reading literature?
A: Context is important because it provides background on the historical, cultural, and
social factors influencing a text, allowing readers to uncover deeper meanings and
appreciate the nuances of characters and themes.

Q: What are some key literary devices to look for in
texts?
A: Key literary devices include symbolism, irony, and imagery. Recognizing these devices
helps readers understand the author's intent and the emotional depth of the narrative.

Q: How can themes enhance the reading experience?
A: Themes enhance the reading experience by revealing universal truths and connecting
different works of literature, allowing readers to appreciate the diversity of perspectives on
common human experiences.

Q: What does it mean to read beyond the text?
A: Reading beyond the text means engaging with secondary sources, considering
intertextuality, and exploring various interpretations to enrich one’s understanding of a
literary work.

Q: How can I apply the concepts from this book to my
reading?
A: You can apply these concepts by actively analyzing texts, noting literary devices,
themes, and symbols, discussing readings with others, and researching the context of the
works to deepen your comprehension.

Q: What is the significance of symbols in literature?
A: Symbols are significant because they convey deeper meanings and themes, allowing
readers to explore complex ideas and emotions that enhance the narrative's richness.



Q: Can literature be interpreted in multiple ways?
A: Yes, literature can be interpreted in multiple ways, as different readers bring their own
experiences, perspectives, and cultural contexts to their understanding of a text.

Q: How can I improve my literary analysis skills?
A: You can improve your literary analysis skills by practicing close readings, participating in
discussions, studying literary criticism, and applying the analytical techniques discussed in
"How to Read Literature Like a Professor."
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