how to read literature like a
professor chapter 2

how to read literature like a professor chapter 2 delves into the intricate
connections between literature and the human experience, revealing the deeper
meanings behind the texts we often take at face value. In this chapter,
Thomas C. Foster emphasizes the significance of symbols and motifs, which can
transform a simple narrative into a rich tapestry of ideas and emotions. By
understanding these elements, readers can unlock the hidden layers of
literature and appreciate the artistry of the written word. This article will
explore the major themes and concepts presented in Chapter 2, including the
importance of symbols, the role of context, and how to identify and interpret
various literary devices. Additionally, we will provide practical tips on how
to apply these insights to enhance your reading experience.
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Understanding Symbols and Their Meanings

In Chapter 2 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," Foster introduces
readers to the concept of symbols in literature. He argues that symbols are
not just decorative elements; they carry profound meanings that enhance the
narrative. A symbol can be a person, place, object, or event that represents
something beyond its literal meaning, often reflecting universal themes and
ideas. Recognizing these symbols is crucial for a deeper understanding of the
text.

The Power of Symbols

Foster explains that symbols can resonate differently depending on the
cultural and historical context in which they are placed. For instance, a
rose might symbolize love in one context, while in another, it could
represent secrecy or a warning. This duality adds complexity to literary



interpretation, allowing readers to engage with the text on multiple levels.

Common Symbols in Literature

Foster encourages readers to familiarize themselves with common symbols that
frequently appear in literature. Some prevalent symbols include:

Water: Often symbolizes life, renewal, or change.

Fire: Can represent destruction, passion, or transformation.

Darkness: Typically associated with evil, ignorance, or despair.

Light: Generally symbolizes knowledge, hope, or purity.

Journey: Represents personal growth or the search for meaning.

By understanding these common symbols, readers can better appreciate the
layers of meaning in literary works. Foster emphasizes that recognizing a
symbol is just the beginning; interpreting its significance within the
specific context of the story is where the real insight lies.

The Role of Context in Literature

Context plays a vital role in how symbols and themes are interpreted in
literature. Foster highlights the importance of considering the historical,
cultural, and social backdrop against which a text was written. This context
can significantly influence the meaning of symbols and the actions of
characters.

Historical Context

Foster points out that understanding the historical period in which a work
was created can provide essential insights into its themes and symbols. For
example, a novel set during the Great Depression may include symbols of
poverty and resilience, reflecting the struggles of that era. Readers who
grasp this context can interpret the text more profoundly.



Cultural Context

Similarly, cultural context is crucial for understanding symbols. Different
cultures may attribute different meanings to the same symbol. For instance,
the color white may symbolize purity in some cultures, while in others, it
could be associated with mourning. Recognizing these cultural nuances allows
for a richer reading experience.

Identifying Literary Devices

In addition to symbols, Chapter 2 discusses the importance of literary
devices in enhancing the complexity and depth of literature. Foster
encourages readers to be on the lookout for these devices, as they often
serve to reinforce the themes and messages of a work.

Common Literary Devices

Some literary devices that Foster highlights include:

e Metaphor: A direct comparison between two unlike things, often used to
illustrate a point or convey an emotion.

e Simile: A comparison using "like" or "as," which helps to create vivid
imagery.

e Irony: A contrast between expectations and reality, often used to create
humor or emphasize a point.

* Foreshadowing: Hints or clues about what will happen later in the story,
which builds anticipation.

e Allusion: A reference to another work of literature, person, or event,
enriching the text's meaning.

By identifying these devices, readers can appreciate the author's
craftsmanship and gain a deeper understanding of the text's themes. Foster
emphasizes that literary devices are not mere embellishments; they are
integral to the narrative's structure and meaning.



Practical Tips for Reading

To effectively read literature like a professor, Foster provides several
practical tips that can help readers enhance their literary analysis skills.
These strategies encourage active reading and critical thinking, enabling
readers to engage more fully with the text.

Active Reading Techniques

Foster recommends the following techniques for active reading:

e Annotate: Take notes in the margins, highlight key passages, and jot
down questions or thoughts as you read.

e Ask Questions: Consider why the author chose specific symbols or themes.
What do they reveal about characters or society?

e Discuss: Engage in discussions with others about the text. Different
perspectives can illuminate aspects you may have missed.

e Reread: Don't hesitate to reread passages. Often, a second or third
reading can unveil new insights.

e Research: Look up unfamiliar references, historical contexts, or
cultural allusions that may enhance your understanding.

By implementing these strategies, readers can cultivate a habit of critical
thinking and deepen their appreciation for literature.

Conclusion

Understanding how to read literature like a professor, particularly through
the lens of Chapter 2, opens up a world of deeper meaning and insight. By
recognizing symbols, considering context, and identifying literary devices,
readers can elevate their reading experience and engage with texts in a more
profound way. Foster’s guidance empowers readers to appreciate the artistry
of literature and to find personal and universal connections within
narratives, ultimately enriching their understanding of the human experience.



Q: What is the main focus of Chapter 2 in "How to
Read Literature Like a Professor"?

A: Chapter 2 focuses on the significance of symbols in literature, explaining
how they enhance narratives and contribute to deeper meanings within texts.

Q: Why are symbols important in literature?

A: Symbols are important because they carry meanings beyond their literal
sense, allowing readers to explore universal themes and engage with the text
on multiple levels.

Q: How does context influence the interpretation of
symbols in literature?

A: Context influences interpretation by providing the historical, cultural,
and social backdrop against which a text was created, which can affect the
significance of symbols and themes.

Q: What are some common symbols found in literature?

A: Common symbols include water, fire, darkness, light, and journeys, each
representing various themes such as life, destruction, ignorance, hope, and
personal growth.

Q: What are some literary devices that readers
should look for?

A: Some literary devices to identify include metaphor, simile, irony,
foreshadowing, and allusion, as they reinforce the text's themes and enhance
its complexity.

Q: What practical techniques can improve literary
analysis skills?

A: Techniques such as annotating, asking questions, discussing with others,
rereading passages, and researching unfamiliar references can enhance
literary analysis skills.

Q: How can active reading benefit understanding
literature?

A: Active reading promotes critical thinking and engagement with the text,
allowing readers to uncover deeper meanings and appreciate the author's



craftsmanship.

Q: What does Foster suggest about the relationship
between symbols and themes?

A: Foster suggests that symbols often serve to reinforce themes, adding
layers of meaning that enrich the reader's experience and understanding of
the narrative.

Q: How does "How to Read Literature Like a
Professor" encourage a deeper understanding of
literature?

A: The book encourages deeper understanding by guiding readers to recognize
symbols, consider context, and identify literary devices, transforming
passive reading into an active exploration of meaning.
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