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how to read literature like a professor chapter 19 summary provides a deep dive into the intricate themes
and literary devices explored in Chapter 19 of Thomas C. Foster's insightful work. This chapter, focusing on
the significance of symbols in literature, emphasizes how understanding these symbols enriches the reading
experience. By delving into the nuances of symbols, readers can uncover layers of meaning that might
otherwise remain hidden. This article will summarize the key points of Chapter 19, explore the role of
symbols in literature, and discuss how readers can apply these insights to their own literary analyses.

This comprehensive overview will also highlight the importance of context and cultural significance in
interpreting symbols, providing readers with a robust framework for understanding literary works.
Additionally, the article includes a FAQ section to address common questions regarding this chapter and its
implications for literary study.
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Understanding Symbols in Literature

Chapter 19 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" explores the concept of symbols, emphasizing that
symbols are not merely decorative elements in literature; they serve as crucial tools for conveying deeper
meanings. Foster explains that symbols can take many forms, including objects, characters, and events, and
can represent larger ideas or themes. Understanding these symbols allows readers to engage more fully
with the text and appreciate the layers of meaning embedded within.



Types of Symbols

Symbols in literature can be categorized into several types, each serving different purposes within a
narrative. These include:

Universal Symbols: These are symbols that have widely recognized meanings across cultures, such as
the heart representing love or a dove symbolizing peace.

Contextual Symbols: These symbols derive their meaning from the specific context in which they
are used. Their significance may shift depending on the narrative or the characters involved.

Personal Symbols: These symbols are unique to the author or the individual reader, shaped by
personal experiences and interpretations.

Foster encourages readers to look beyond the surface level of symbols to understand their deeper
implications, which can significantly enhance the reading experience. By recognizing the role of symbols,
readers can see how authors use them to construct meaning and evoke emotional responses.

The Role of Context in Symbol Interpretation

Understanding the context in which a symbol appears is essential for accurate interpretation. Foster
emphasizes that a symbol's meaning can change dramatically based on the surrounding narrative, the
author's intent, and the cultural backdrop against which the story is set.

Cultural Significance

Cultural factors play a significant role in how symbols are interpreted. Different cultures may assign
varying meanings to the same symbol, which can lead to diverse interpretations among readers. For
instance, the color white might symbolize purity in one culture, while in another, it may represent
mourning. Foster illustrates this point by analyzing various literary works where symbols take on different
meanings based on cultural context.



Authorial Intent

Another critical aspect of context is the author's intent. Understanding an author’s background, the time
period in which they wrote, and the societal issues they were addressing can provide insight into the
symbols they chose to employ. Foster urges readers to consider how historical context influences
symbolism, noting that symbols can reflect the values and concerns of a particular era.

Common Literary Symbols and Their Meanings

Foster identifies several common symbols that frequently appear in literature, along with their typical
meanings. Recognizing these symbols can help readers interpret texts more effectively. Some of the most
prevalent symbols include:

Water: Often symbolizes life, renewal, and cleansing. It can represent emotional depth or the
unconscious mind.

Seasons: Each season can symbolize different stages of life, with spring representing rebirth and
winter signifying death or stagnation.

Light and Darkness: Light often symbolizes knowledge, purity, and enlightenment, while darkness
can represent ignorance, evil, or despair.

Journey: A journey frequently symbolizes personal growth or self-discovery, illustrating the
protagonist’s development throughout the narrative.

By familiarizing themselves with these common symbols, readers can approach literary texts with a more
analytical mindset, allowing for a richer understanding of the work as a whole.

Applying Symbolism in Your Reading

To effectively apply the insights gained from Chapter 19, readers should adopt a proactive approach to
identifying and interpreting symbols in their reading. Here are some strategies to consider:

Annotate While Reading: Take notes on symbols as they appear in the text. Jot down your thoughts1.



on their potential meanings and how they relate to the overall themes of the work.

Research Cultural Context: If a symbol seems particularly significant, research its cultural background2.
to gain a deeper understanding of its implications.

Discuss with Others: Engaging in discussions about the text with peers or in book clubs can provide3.
new perspectives on symbols and their meanings.

Reflect on Personal Connections: Consider how your own experiences and beliefs shape your4.
interpretation of symbols.

By implementing these strategies, readers can cultivate a more nuanced appreciation for literature and its
myriad symbols, enhancing both their analytical skills and enjoyment of the reading experience.

Conclusion

Chapter 19 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" offers invaluable insights into the world of literary
symbols and their significance. By understanding the various types of symbols, the role of context, and
common symbols found in literature, readers can enhance their literary analyses and enjoy a richer reading
experience. The strategies provided for applying these concepts encourage an active engagement with
texts, leading to deeper comprehension and appreciation of the literary arts.

Q: What is the main focus of Chapter 19 in "How to Read Literature Like
a Professor"?
A: Chapter 19 focuses on the importance of symbols in literature, discussing their various types and how
understanding them can enhance the reading experience.

Q: How can cultural context affect the interpretation of symbols?
A: Cultural context can significantly alter the meaning of symbols; what is considered a positive symbol in
one culture may have a negative connotation in another.

Q: What are some common literary symbols mentioned in the chapter?
A: Common literary symbols include water, seasons, light and darkness, and journeys, each carrying
specific meanings that can enrich the narrative.



Q: Why is authorial intent important in understanding symbols?
A: Authorial intent provides insight into why certain symbols were chosen, as different authors may use
symbols to reflect their own experiences, historical context, or societal issues.

Q: How can readers apply the insights from Chapter 19 to their reading?
A: Readers can apply these insights by annotating texts, researching cultural contexts, discussing
interpretations, and reflecting on personal connections to symbols.

Q: What strategies can help in identifying symbols while reading?
A: Effective strategies include taking notes on symbols, researching their meanings, engaging in
discussions, and considering personal interpretations.

Q: Can symbols have multiple meanings?
A: Yes, symbols can have multiple meanings depending on their context, the narrative they are part of,
and the cultural background of the reader.

Q: How does understanding symbols enhance literary analysis?
A: Understanding symbols allows readers to uncover deeper meanings and themes within a text, leading to
a more profound appreciation of the work as a whole.

Q: What role do personal experiences play in symbol interpretation?
A: Personal experiences shape how readers interpret symbols, as individuals may connect symbols to their
own lives, beliefs, and emotions, influencing their understanding of the text.
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