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how to read literature like a professor by thomas foster is an insightful guide that invites readers to

explore the hidden depths of literary texts. In his book, Thomas Foster emphasizes the importance of

understanding the myriad symbols, themes, and narratives that often go unnoticed in literature. This

article delves into the core concepts presented by Foster, offering a comprehensive overview of how to

appreciate and analyze literature more profoundly. We will discuss the significance of symbols, the role

of context, and the importance of intertextuality, among other key topics. By the end, readers will be

equipped with tools to enhance their literary analysis skills, making the reading experience more

enriching and enjoyable.

Understanding the Importance of Symbols

Context Matters: The Role of Historical and Cultural Background

Intertextuality: How Texts Influence Each Other

Thematic Analysis: Identifying Recurring Ideas

Literary Devices: Tools for Deeper Understanding

Practical Tips for Reading Literature

Conclusion



Understanding the Importance of Symbols

In "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," Thomas Foster asserts that symbols are crucial to

understanding literary works. Symbols can transform a simple narrative into a complex exploration of

themes, emotions, and societal issues. Recognizing symbols allows readers to uncover deeper

meanings that authors embed within their texts.

Foster emphasizes that nearly every object, character, or event can serve as a symbol. For example,

in literature, water often symbolizes life, cleansing, or rebirth, while a journey may represent a

character’s quest for self-discovery. By identifying these symbols, readers can engage with the text on

a more profound level. This understanding fosters a richer appreciation of the narrative and its

implications.

Moreover, symbols are often culturally significant. They can reflect the values, beliefs, and fears of the

time in which a work was written. Therefore, recognizing symbols also involves understanding their

cultural context, which is essential for a comprehensive literary analysis.

Context Matters: The Role of Historical and Cultural

Background

Context is another critical aspect that Thomas Foster highlights in his exploration of literary analysis. A

text does not exist in a vacuum; it is influenced by the historical and cultural circumstances

surrounding its creation. Understanding the background against which a work was written can

illuminate its themes and characters.

For instance, the social and political climate of the time can significantly impact a literary piece. A

reader examining a work from the Harlem Renaissance, such as Langston Hughes' poetry, must

understand the struggles of African Americans during that era to appreciate the text fully. Similarly,

literature written during periods of war often reflects the chaos and emotional turmoil experienced by

society.

Readers are encouraged to research the author’s life, the time period, and the prevailing societal

norms to grasp the full meaning of a work. This approach not only enriches the reading experience but



also fosters a deeper connection between the reader and the text.

Intertextuality: How Texts Influence Each Other

Foster introduces the concept of intertextuality, which refers to the relationship between different texts

and how they influence one another. This idea posits that no text is entirely original; rather, it draws

upon and responds to previous works. Understanding intertextuality can enhance a reader's

comprehension of literature.

For example, many modern novels reference classic texts or employ archetypal characters and plots.

Recognizing these connections can deepen one’s understanding of a narrative. If a contemporary

novel mirrors themes from Shakespeare’s works, recognizing this relationship allows readers to

appreciate the nuances and intentions behind the modern text.

Intertextuality also encourages readers to explore literary traditions and genres. By understanding how

different works converse with one another, readers can better appreciate the evolution of literary

themes and styles over time.

Thematic Analysis: Identifying Recurring Ideas

Thematic analysis is an essential tool for readers seeking to uncover the central ideas in literary works.

Thomas Foster emphasizes that literature often grapples with universal themes such as love, death,

identity, and conflict. Identifying these recurring ideas can provide insight into the human experience.

Readers are encouraged to consider the following themes when analyzing a text:

Love and Relationships

Identity and Self-discovery

Conflict and Resolution



Power and Corruption

Mortality and the Human Condition

By exploring these themes, readers can engage with the text more deeply and relate it to their own

experiences and observations of the world. This process fosters a personal connection to literature,

making the reading experience more meaningful.

Literary Devices: Tools for Deeper Understanding

Foster discusses various literary devices that authors use to convey their messages. Literary devices

such as imagery, metaphor, allegory, and irony enrich the narrative and enhance its impact. By

understanding these tools, readers can analyze how authors construct their stories and communicate

complex ideas.

For example, imagery appeals to the senses and creates vivid pictures in the reader's mind.

Metaphors and similes often compare two seemingly unrelated things to highlight similarities,

deepening the reader's understanding of a character's emotions or a situation's gravity. Irony, on the

other hand, can provide depth and complexity to a narrative, often revealing contradictions in character

behavior or societal norms.

Being aware of these literary devices enables readers to appreciate the craftsmanship behind a work

and enhances their ability to interpret and critique literature effectively.

Practical Tips for Reading Literature

To apply the insights from "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," readers can adopt several

practical strategies that Foster suggests. These strategies can enhance their literary analysis skills and

overall reading experience.

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



Discuss readings with others to gain different perspectives.

Research the historical and cultural context before diving into a text.

Read widely across genres to understand various writing styles and themes.

Practice close reading by paying attention to language, structure, and form.

By incorporating these practices, readers can develop a more analytical approach to literature, allowing

them to engage with texts meaningfully and thoughtfully.

Conclusion

In "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," Thomas Foster equips readers with essential tools for

understanding and appreciating literature. By focusing on symbols, context, intertextuality, themes, and

literary devices, readers can transform their reading experience from a passive activity into an active

exploration of meaning. The insights provided in this guide empower individuals to engage critically

with texts, fostering a deeper connection to literature and enhancing their overall enjoyment. As

readers apply these principles, they will discover that literature is not just a reflection of life but also a

profound exploration of the human experience.

Q: What is the main concept of "How to Read Literature Like a

Professor"?

A: The main concept of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" is to provide readers with tools and

insights to understand literature on a deeper level by analyzing symbols, themes, context, and

intertextuality.



Q: How does Thomas Foster define symbols in literature?

A: Thomas Foster defines symbols as objects, characters, or events that represent larger ideas or

themes, allowing readers to uncover deeper meanings within a text.

Q: Why is context important in literary analysis?

A: Context is important in literary analysis because it helps readers understand the historical, cultural,

and social influences that shape a literary work, enriching the reading experience.

Q: What does intertextuality mean in literature?

A: Intertextuality refers to the interconnectedness of texts, highlighting how different works influence

and reference one another, which can enhance the understanding of a new text.

Q: Can you give examples of common literary themes discussed by

Foster?

A: Common literary themes discussed by Foster include love and relationships, identity and self-

discovery, conflict and resolution, power and corruption, and mortality.

Q: What are some practical tips for reading literature like a professor?

A: Practical tips include keeping a reading journal, discussing readings with others, researching

context, reading widely, and practicing close reading to enhance analytical skills.



Q: How do literary devices contribute to understanding literature?

A: Literary devices contribute to understanding literature by adding depth and complexity to narratives,

helping readers interpret themes and emotions more effectively.

Q: How can readers enhance their engagement with literature?

A: Readers can enhance their engagement with literature by applying analytical techniques, discussing

texts with others, and actively looking for symbols, themes, and literary devices.

Q: What is the importance of keeping a reading journal?

A: Keeping a reading journal is important because it allows readers to document their thoughts,

symbols, and themes that they notice, facilitating deeper analysis and reflection on the texts.

Q: How does Foster suggest approaching a new literary work?

A: Foster suggests approaching a new literary work by first researching its historical and cultural

context, then reading closely to identify symbols and themes, and finally reflecting on the connections

to other texts.
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