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how to read literature like a professor chapter 27 delves into the intricate
relationship between literature and the broader historical and cultural
contexts that influence its creation and interpretation. In this chapter,
Thomas C. Foster emphasizes the importance of understanding the settings,
societal norms, and historical events that shape literary works. This article
will explore the key concepts presented in Chapter 27, including the
significance of context in literature, how to identify historical influences,
and methods for applying this knowledge to enhance reading comprehension. By
unpacking these elements, readers will gain a deeper appreciation for
literature and its multifaceted dimensions.
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Understanding the Role of Context
Context plays a pivotal role in interpreting literature, as it provides the
backdrop against which stories unfold. Chapter 27 of "How to Read Literature
Like a Professor" underscores that literature is not created in a vacuum;
rather, it reflects the cultural, social, and political milieu of its time.
By understanding this context, readers can glean deeper meanings and
appreciate the nuances within texts.

The context can be divided into various categories, including:

Historical Context: Refers to the events, movements, and developments
that occurred during the time a piece was written.

Cultural Context: Encompasses the beliefs, values, and practices that
characterize a society.

Biographical Context: Involves the author's life experiences, which can
heavily influence their writing.



By recognizing these different contexts, readers can better understand
characters' motivations, themes, and the author's intentions. This chapter
encourages readers to ask critical questions about the text, such as what
historical events might have influenced the narrative or how cultural norms
are reflected in character behavior.

Identifying Historical Influences
One of the primary focuses of Chapter 27 is learning how to identify
historical influences within literature. Historical events often serve as
catalysts for literary themes and character development. For instance, works
written during times of war may reflect the chaos and emotional turmoil
experienced by individuals and societies.

Foster provides several strategies for identifying these influences:

Researching Historical Events: Look into the key events that coincide
with the time of the literature's publication.

Analyzing Author Background: Understanding the author’s personal history
and the societal issues they faced can reveal insights into their work.

Contextual Reading: Pay attention to references within the text that
hint at historical events or social issues.

By employing these strategies, readers can enhance their understanding of the
text and its significance. For example, recognizing the impact of the Great
Depression on American literature allows readers to appreciate the themes of
struggle and resilience in works from that era.

Applying Contextual Knowledge to Literature
Applying contextual knowledge is crucial for a richer reading experience.
Chapter 27 guides readers on how to incorporate historical and cultural
insights into their analysis of literature. This application transforms the
reading process from mere enjoyment to an informed exploration of deeper
meanings.

To effectively apply contextual knowledge, consider the following approaches:

Critical Analysis: Engage with the text by examining how historical
events shape the narrative and character arcs.

Discussion Groups: Participate in discussions or book clubs where
context can be shared and explored collectively.

Comparative Reading: Read multiple works from the same historical period
to identify common themes and perspectives.



These strategies not only enhance comprehension but also encourage a more
critical dialogue about literature. For instance, by contrasting works from
different authors writing about the same historical events, readers can
uncover varying perspectives and themes that enrich their understanding.

Examples of Historical Context in Literature
To illustrate the concepts discussed in Chapter 27, it is beneficial to look
at specific examples of how historical context influences literature. Several
notable works exemplify the profound impact of their respective historical
backgrounds.

Consider the following examples:

“To Kill a Mockingbird” by Harper Lee: Set during the Great Depression,
this novel explores themes of racial injustice and moral growth,
reflecting the societal struggles of the American South.

“1984” by George Orwell: This dystopian novel was influenced by the rise
of totalitarian regimes in the 20th century, highlighting themes of
surveillance and authoritarianism.

“The Great Gatsby” by F. Scott Fitzgerald: Capturing the essence of the
Roaring Twenties, this work examines themes of wealth, class disparity,
and the American Dream.

These examples illustrate how a deep understanding of historical context can
lead to a more nuanced interpretation of literary works. Readers are
encouraged to explore how the time period and events surrounding these texts
shape their narratives and themes.

Conclusion
Chapter 27 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" emphasizes the
importance of context in understanding literature. By recognizing the
historical, cultural, and biographical influences on literary works, readers
can engage with texts on a deeper level. The strategies outlined in this
chapter empower readers to identify and apply contextual knowledge
effectively, enhancing their overall reading experience. As literature
remains a reflection of the human experience, understanding its context
allows for a richer appreciation of the stories and themes that resonate
across time.

Q: What is the main focus of Chapter 27 in "How to



Read Literature Like a Professor"?
A: Chapter 27 focuses on the significance of context in literature,
emphasizing how historical, cultural, and biographical factors influence the
interpretation of texts.

Q: How can historical context enhance my
understanding of a literary work?
A: Historical context provides insights into the events and societal norms
that shape a narrative, allowing readers to appreciate the themes, character
motivations, and author's intentions more deeply.

Q: What strategies are suggested for identifying
historical influences in literature?
A: Strategies include researching historical events related to the
literature, analyzing the author's background, and engaging in contextual
reading to uncover references within the text.

Q: Can you provide examples of literary works that
reflect their historical context?
A: Yes, examples include "To Kill a Mockingbird," which reflects themes of
racial injustice during the Great Depression, and "1984," influenced by
totalitarian regimes of the 20th century.

Q: How can I apply contextual knowledge to my
reading of literature?
A: Contextual knowledge can be applied through critical analysis,
participating in discussion groups, and comparative reading of works from
similar historical periods.

Q: Why is it important to understand the author's
background when reading literature?
A: Understanding the author's background helps readers recognize the personal
experiences and societal issues that may have influenced their writing,
leading to a richer interpretation of the text.



Q: What role does cultural context play in
literature?
A: Cultural context encompasses the beliefs, values, and practices of a
society and influences characters' actions, themes, and the overall narrative
structure within literary works.

Q: How does Chapter 27 encourage critical thinking
about literature?
A: Chapter 27 encourages readers to ask critical questions about how
historical and cultural contexts shape narratives, promoting a more engaged
and thoughtful approach to reading literature.

Q: Are there specific themes that often emerge when
considering historical context in literature?
A: Yes, themes such as social justice, class struggle, identity, and the
impact of war frequently emerge when considering the historical context of
literary works.

Q: How can participating in book clubs enhance my
understanding of literature's context?
A: Book clubs allow for shared insights and discussions about context,
enabling participants to explore different perspectives and deepen their
understanding of the literature being read.
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