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Thomas Foster's How to Read Literature Like a Professor is a transformative guide that demystifies
the complexities of literary analysis. In this engaging book, Foster aims to equip readers with the
tools necessary to uncover deeper meanings in literature, enabling them to appreciate the intricate
layers of texts they encounter. With wit and insight, Foster takes readers on a journey through the
world of literature, exploring themes, symbols, and the cultural contexts that shape our
understanding of literary works. This article delves into the key concepts and ideas presented in
Foster's seminal work, highlighting its significance for both casual readers and aspiring scholars.

Understanding the Purpose of Literary Analysis

Literary analysis involves examining a text beyond its surface meaning. Foster emphasizes that
literature is not merely a collection of words but a reflection of human experience, culture, and
emotion. The primary purpose of literary analysis is to explore how these elements are woven
together to create meaning.

The Value of Context

One of the critical aspects Foster discusses is the importance of context in understanding literature.
Context can include:

1. Historical Background: Knowing the time period in which a work was written can provide insights
into its themes and characters.
2. Cultural Influences: Understanding the societal norms and values can enrich the interpretation of
the text.
3. Author’s Biography: The author's life experiences often influence their writing, adding layers of
meaning.

By considering these contextual factors, readers can gain a more profound understanding of a text’s
significance.

The Role of Symbols

Foster argues that literature is filled with symbols that convey deeper meanings. He encourages
readers to look for recurring motifs, objects, and actions that appear throughout a text. Some
common symbols include:

- Water: Often represents rebirth or cleansing.
- Seasons: Can symbolize the stages of life, such as growth in spring and decline in autumn.
- Colors: Each color may evoke specific emotions or ideas (e.g., red for passion or danger).



Recognizing these symbols allows readers to connect various elements of the narrative and uncover
hidden meanings.

Key Themes in Literature

Foster identifies several recurring themes that appear across a wide range of literary works.
Understanding these themes can help readers identify the underlying messages in a text.

Intertextuality

Foster emphasizes the interconnectedness of literature. Many authors draw inspiration from earlier
works, creating a dialogue between texts. This intertextuality can manifest in various ways:

- Allusions: References to other literary works or historical events.
- Parody: Imitating a style or genre to comment on the original.
- Reinterpretation: Offering a new perspective on a classic story.

Recognizing these connections enriches the reading experience and deepens comprehension.

The Hero’s Journey

Another prevalent theme Foster discusses is the archetype of the hero’s journey. This narrative
structure, identified by Joseph Campbell, consists of several stages:

1. The Call to Adventure: The hero is invited to leave their ordinary world.
2. Trials and Tribulations: The hero faces challenges that test their resolve.
3. The Return: After overcoming obstacles, the hero returns transformed.

Many literary characters embody this journey, illustrating universal struggles and triumphs.

Literary Devices and Techniques

Foster also explores various literary devices that authors employ to enhance their storytelling.
Understanding these techniques can provide readers with a more profound appreciation of a text.

Foreshadowing

Foreshadowing is a device used to hint at future events in a narrative. It creates suspense and
prepares readers for what is to come. For example:

- Subtle Clues: A character's dialogue may suggest later developments.



- Symbolic Elements: Objects may serve as warnings or indicators of future incidents.

Recognizing foreshadowing can lead to a more engaged reading experience.

Irony

Irony is another critical device Foster highlights. It involves a discrepancy between expectation and
reality, often leading to unexpected outcomes. Types of irony include:

- Verbal Irony: Saying one thing but meaning another (e.g., sarcasm).
- Situational Irony: A situation turns out differently than expected (e.g., a fire station burns down).
- Dramatic Irony: The audience knows something that the characters do not.

Understanding irony enriches the reader's engagement with the text, revealing deeper layers of
meaning.

Reading Beyond the Text

Foster encourages readers to approach literature with an open mind and a willingness to explore
beyond the written word. This involves considering various interpretations and engaging with the
text on a personal level.

The Importance of Personal Experience

Foster posits that readers bring their own experiences, emotions, and perspectives to their reading.
This individuality shapes how one interprets a text. Readers should ask themselves:

- What personal experiences resonate with the themes presented?
- How do my cultural background and beliefs influence my understanding of the characters and plot?
- Are there particular symbols or motifs that stand out to me based on my life experiences?

By reflecting on these questions, readers can connect more deeply with the literature.

Engaging with Other Readers

Discussion and debate with other readers can enhance understanding and appreciation of literature.
Foster advocates for:

- Book Clubs: Sharing insights and interpretations can lead to new discoveries.
- Literary Criticism: Engaging with critical essays and analyses can provide different perspectives.
- Online Forums: Participating in discussions on platforms like Goodreads or literary blogs can
broaden horizons.



Engagement with a community of readers fosters a richer literary experience.

Conclusion: The Joy of Reading Literature

Thomas Foster's How to Read Literature Like a Professor is an invaluable resource for anyone
seeking to deepen their understanding of literature. By emphasizing the importance of context,
symbols, themes, and literary devices, Foster empowers readers to see beyond the surface of texts
and engage with them on a more profound level. His approachable writing style and insightful
analysis make this book accessible to readers of all backgrounds.

Ultimately, literature is a mirror reflecting the complexities of human experience. Foster’s work
encourages readers to embrace this complexity, fostering a lifelong appreciation for the written
word. By equipping readers with the tools to analyze and interpret literature, Foster not only
enriches the reading experience but also cultivates a deeper understanding of the world around us.
Through this lens, readers can find joy in discovering the myriad ways literature speaks to the
human condition.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of 'How to Read Literature Like a
Professor'?
The main thesis is that literature is filled with patterns, symbols, and themes that can be recognized
and understood to enhance the reading experience. Thomas Foster encourages readers to look
beyond the surface and understand the deeper meanings in texts.

How does Thomas Foster suggest readers approach symbolism
in literature?
Foster suggests that readers should be aware that symbols can vary in meaning based on context,
and they should consider the historical and cultural background of the text. He emphasizes that a
symbol often has multiple interpretations.

What role does context play in understanding literature
according to Foster?
Context is crucial in understanding literature as it provides background on the author's intentions,
the time period, and societal norms that influence the text. Foster argues that recognizing context
enriches the reader's interpretation.

Does Foster address the importance of intertextuality in



literature?
Yes, Foster highlights intertextuality as a key concept, explaining how texts reference or echo one
another. He encourages readers to explore connections between different works to deepen their
understanding of themes and motifs.

What does Foster mean by the concept of 'literary archetypes'?
Literary archetypes are recurring symbols, characters, or themes that represent universal patterns
of human nature. Foster discusses how recognizing these archetypes can help readers see
commonalities across different genres and cultures.

How can Foster's book help improve critical thinking skills in
readers?
Foster's book encourages readers to question their interpretations, think critically about the text,
and engage with literature on a deeper level. By analyzing patterns and themes, readers develop a
more nuanced understanding of stories.

What are some practical tips Foster provides for reading
literature more effectively?
Foster recommends reading actively, taking notes, looking for patterns and symbols, considering the
author's background, and discussing texts with others to gain diverse perspectives. He emphasizes
the importance of being curious and open-minded.
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