how to read literature like a
professor text

how to read literature like a professor text is a transformative approach to
understanding literature that deepens appreciation and critical analysis.
This method encourages readers to go beyond surface meanings and explore
underlying themes, symbols, and cultural contexts. In this article, we will
explore key concepts from Thomas C. Foster's influential book "How to Read
Literature Like a Professor," which serves as a guide for readers who wish to
enhance their literary skills. We will cover the importance of context,
recognizing literary devices, the significance of archetypes, and how to
connect literature to personal experiences. By the end of this article, you
will have a comprehensive understanding of how to read literature with a
critical eye and a deeper appreciation for the art form.
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Understanding Literary Context

To read literature like a professor, one must first grasp the importance of
context. Context shapes the meaning of a text and influences how it is
interpreted. Literary context can be divided into several categories:
historical, cultural, and biographical. Each of these contexts provides
crucial insights that enhance the reader's understanding.

Historical Context

Historical context refers to the time period in which a literary work was
written. Understanding the historical background can illuminate the themes
and characters within the text. For example, works written during the Great
Depression often reflect themes of struggle and resilience. Readers should
consider the following:

e The social, economic, and political conditions of the time



e Major historical events that may influence the narrative

e Contemporary literary movements and styles

Cultural Context

Cultural context encompasses the beliefs, values, and practices of the
society in which the work is situated. This context helps readers understand
the motivations of characters and the significance of events in the story.
For instance, a text that explores themes of identity may be deeply rooted in
the cultural norms of its time. Readers should ask themselves:

e What cultural norms are evident in the text?
e How do these norms affect character interactions and decisions?

e Are there cultural references that enhance the narrative?

Biographical Context

Understanding the author's background can also enrich the reading experience.
Biographical context includes the author's life experiences, beliefs, and
influences that may have shaped their writing. For example, knowing that a
poet wrote about personal loss can deepen the reader's emotional connection
to the work. Readers should consider:

e The author's life events and how they relate to the text
e The author's perspective or ideology

e Any significant relationships that may have influenced the work

Recognizing Literary Devices

Foster emphasizes the importance of recognizing literary devices as a means
to uncover deeper meanings in literature. Literary devices such as symbolism,
allegory, and irony enrich a text and invite readers to engage critically.

Symbolism

Symbolism is a device where objects, characters, or events represent larger



concepts or ideas. For example, a journey in literature often symbolizes
personal growth or transformation. Identifying symbols requires readers to
think critically about their significance within the narrative. When
analyzing symbolism, consider:

e What objects or events are recurring?
e What themes do these symbols represent?

e How do symbols enhance the overall message of the text?

Allegory

An allegory is a narrative that operates on two levels: the literal and the
figurative. It often conveys moral, social, or political messages.
Understanding allegories requires readers to interpret the text on both
levels. For example, George Orwell's "Animal Farm" serves as an allegory for
the Russian Revolution. Readers should analyze:

e What characters or events correspond to real historical figures or
events?

e What moral lesson does the allegory convey?

Irony

Irony involves a contrast between expectations and reality. It can be verbal,
situational, or dramatic. Recognizing irony helps readers appreciate the
complexity of characters and situations. When identifying irony, readers
should consider:

e What are the expectations set up in the narrative?
e How does reality contradict these expectations?

e What effect does the irony have on the overall story?

The Role of Archetypes in Literature

Archetypes are universal symbols or themes that recur across different
cultures and time periods. Foster identifies common archetypes, such as the
hero, the mentor, and the journey, which can provide a deeper understanding



of characters and plots.

Common Archetypes

Understanding archetypal characters and situations can enhance the reader's
comprehension of a text's themes. Some common archetypes include:

e The Hero: Represents courage and the quest for identity.
e The Mentor: Provides guidance and wisdom, often helping the hero.
e The Shadow: Represents the darker aspects of the self or society.

e The Journey: Symbolizes personal growth and self-discovery.

Connecting Archetypes to Themes

By identifying archetypes, readers can draw connections to the larger themes
of the text. For instance, the hero's journey often parallels themes of
sacrifice, redemption, and the struggle against adversity. Readers should ask
themselves:

e What archetypes are present in the text?

e How do these archetypes contribute to the overall theme?

Connecting Literature to Personal Experience

One of the most enriching aspects of reading literature like a professor is
the ability to connect the text to personal experiences. This connection
allows for a deeper emotional engagement and understanding of the work.

Personal Interpretation

Every reader brings their own experiences to a text, which can shape their
interpretation. Recognizing this personal lens can enhance the reading
experience. When reflecting on personal interpretation, consider:

e How do your experiences shape your understanding of the characters?

e Are there moments in the text that resonate with your life?



Building Empathy Through Literature

Literature serves as a window into different lives and perspectives. By
connecting to characters and their journeys, readers can cultivate empathy
and understanding for experiences outside their own. Readers should reflect
on:

e What emotions do the characters evoke?

e How do the characters’ struggles mirror societal issues?

Conclusion

By mastering the techniques outlined in "How to Read Literature Like a
Professor," readers can unlock the complex layers of meaning embedded in
literary texts. Understanding context, recognizing literary devices,
identifying archetypes, and connecting literature to personal experiences all
contribute to a richer reading experience. This approach not only enhances
comprehension but also fosters a lifelong appreciation for literature. With
these tools, readers can engage with literature on a profound level, allowing
for personal growth and critical analysis that transcends mere enjoyment of
the story.

Q: What is the primary focus of "How to Read
Literature Like a Professor"?

A: The primary focus of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" is to equip
readers with the tools and insights necessary to analyze literature deeply,
exploring themes, symbols, and context to enhance understanding and
appreciation.

Q: How does historical context impact the
interpretation of a literary work?

A: Historical context provides insight into the societal norms, events, and
conditions that influence a text, allowing readers to understand characters'
motivations and the significance of themes within a specific timeframe.

Q: What are some common literary devices to look for
in literature?

A: Common literary devices include symbolism, allegory, irony, foreshadowing,
and imagery. Recognizing these devices enriches the reading experience by
revealing deeper meanings and connections.



Q: How can recognizing archetypes enhance literary
analysis?

A: Recognizing archetypes allows readers to identify universal themes and
character types that recur across various texts, facilitating a deeper
understanding of the work's message and emotional resonance.

Q: In what ways can personal experience influence
the reading of literature?

A: Personal experiences shape readers' interpretations, emotional responses,
and connections to characters, allowing literature to resonate on a personal
level and fostering empathy for different perspectives.

Q: Why is it important to connect literature to
cultural context?

A: Connecting literature to cultural context helps readers understand the
values, beliefs, and societal norms depicted in the text, enhancing the
overall interpretation and significance of the narrative.

Q: What role does symbolism play in literature?

A: Symbolism plays a crucial role in literature by representing larger
concepts or themes through objects, characters, or events, encouraging
readers to explore deeper meanings beyond the surface narrative.

Q: How can literature serve as a tool for empathy
and understanding?

A: Literature serves as a tool for empathy by allowing readers to experience
diverse lives and perspectives, helping them understand complex societal
issues and fostering emotional connections with characters.

Q: What is the significance of irony in literature?

A: Irony is significant in literature as it reveals contrasts between
expectations and reality, enriching the narrative and prompting deeper
reflection on characters and themes.
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