
thomas c foster how to read literature
like a professor
Thomas C. Foster’s book "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" serves as
an essential guide for readers seeking to deepen their understanding of
literature. Foster, a seasoned professor and literary critic, aims to equip
readers with the tools to dissect texts, uncover deeper meanings, and
appreciate the craft of storytelling. This article explores the key themes
and concepts presented in the book, enriching the reader's literary journey.

Understanding the Basics of Literary Analysis

Foster begins by laying a solid foundation for literary analysis, emphasizing
that reading literature is not just about understanding the plot or
characters but also about recognizing patterns, symbols, and themes.

The Importance of Context

One of the first lessons Foster imparts is the significance of context.
Understanding the historical, social, and cultural backdrop of a work can
profoundly influence interpretation. For example:

- Historical Context: Knowing the time period in which a piece was written
can unveil societal norms and issues that shape the narrative.
- Cultural Context: Recognizing cultural references or traditions helps
readers understand character motivations and plot developments.
- Author's Background: Analyzing the author's life experiences can reveal
underlying themes in their work.

Foster encourages readers to ask questions about the context whenever they
approach a new text, as this practice enriches their overall comprehension.

Common Literary Elements and Their Significance

Foster highlights various literary elements that recur across different
texts. By familiarizing themselves with these elements, readers can enhance
their analytical skills.

Symbolism



Symbolism is a powerful tool in literature that Foster discusses in depth.
Symbols can carry multiple meanings, which allows authors to convey complex
ideas succinctly. For instance:

- Objects: A simple object can represent broader themes, such as a rose
symbolizing love or beauty.
- Colors: Certain colors in literature often evoke specific emotions or
themes, like red for passion or danger.

Understanding symbolism can lead to richer interpretations of texts, as
readers learn to look beyond the surface.

Motifs and Themes

Foster emphasizes the distinction between motifs and themes.

- Motifs are recurring elements that help to develop the theme (e.g., the
motif of light vs. darkness in many works).
- Themes are the overarching ideas that the author explores (e.g., the theme
of good vs. evil).

Recognizing motifs can guide readers to uncover the themes that an author
wishes to convey, thereby enhancing their grasp of the narrative’s deeper
meaning.

Literary Devices and Techniques

Foster provides readers with insights into various literary devices and
techniques that authors utilize to create meaning.

Irony

Irony is one of the most effective literary devices. Foster explains that it
can take various forms, such as:

- Verbal Irony: When a character says one thing but means another (often
referred to as sarcasm).
- Situational Irony: When the opposite of what is expected occurs.
- Dramatic Irony: When the audience knows something that the characters do
not.

Understanding irony can reveal the complexities in character relationships
and plot developments, inviting readers to engage more deeply with the text.



Imagery and Descriptive Language

Imagery is another critical aspect of literature that Foster discusses.
Through vivid descriptions, authors create mental images that enhance the
reader's experience. Foster encourages readers to pay attention to:

- Sensory Details: How authors appeal to the senses (sight, sound, smell,
taste, touch) to evoke emotions and enhance storytelling.
- Figurative Language: The use of metaphors, similes, and personification to
create connections and add layers to the narrative.

By analyzing imagery, readers can access the emotional core of a text and
appreciate the author’s craft.

Recognizing Intertextuality

Foster also emphasizes the concept of intertextuality, the idea that texts
reference or echo one another. This phenomenon can manifest in various forms:

- Allusions: References to other literary works, historical events, or
cultural elements.
- Recurring Archetypes: Character types or plot structures that appear across
different genres and eras.

Understanding intertextuality can enrich a reader’s interpretation, as they
begin to see connections between texts and recognize how literature reflects
and shapes human experience.

Reading with a Critical Eye

Foster advocates for a critical approach to reading, encouraging readers to
question and analyze rather than passively consume. He outlines several
strategies:

Ask Questions: Engage with the text by questioning characters'1.
motivations and the author's intentions.

Make Predictions: Anticipate plot developments based on established2.
patterns or themes.

Reflect on Personal Experiences: Consider how one’s own life influences3.
their understanding and interpretation of a text.



By adopting a critical mindset, readers can cultivate a more profound
appreciation for literature and its complexities.

Practical Applications of Foster's Insights

Reading "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" equips individuals with
tools that are useful in both academic and personal reading experiences. Here
are some practical applications:

For Students

Students studying literature can benefit immensely from Foster's approach. By
applying his insights in essays and discussions, they can develop more
nuanced analyses and arguments. Key strategies include:

- Utilizing Literary Terms: Incorporating terminology from Foster’s guide can
enhance academic writing.
- Engaging in Class Discussions: Using Foster’s techniques to contribute
meaningfully to discussions and debates.

For General Readers

Even casual readers can use Foster's insights to enrich their reading
experience. Some ways to apply his techniques include:

- Keeping a Reading Journal: Documenting thoughts, symbols, and themes can
help organize and clarify understanding.
- Joining Book Clubs: Engaging with others can provide new perspectives and
interpretations.

Conclusion

Thomas C. Foster’s "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" is more than
just a guide; it is an invitation to explore the depths of literature with a
keen eye. By understanding context, recognizing literary elements, and
engaging critically, readers can uncover the layers of meaning hidden within
texts. Whether one is a student or a casual reader, Foster’s insights provide
invaluable tools for navigating the rich world of literature. Ultimately,
this approach not only enhances comprehension but also fosters a lifelong
appreciation for the art of storytelling.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main premise of 'How to Read Literature
Like a Professor'?
The main premise of the book is to teach readers how to analyze literature by
understanding the deeper meanings, themes, and symbols in texts, enabling a
richer reading experience.

How does Thomas C. Foster define 'literary
elements'?
Foster defines literary elements as the components that make up a story,
including plot, character, setting, and theme, which work together to create
meaning in literature.

What role does symbolism play in literature
according to Foster?
Foster emphasizes that symbolism is crucial in literature, as it conveys
deeper meanings and themes, allowing readers to interpret and connect with
the text on multiple levels.

Can you explain the concept of intertextuality as
discussed by Foster?
Intertextuality, as discussed by Foster, refers to the way texts reference
and relate to one another, suggesting that understanding one work can enhance
comprehension of another, enriching the overall reading experience.

What advice does Foster give about reading with
context?
Foster advises readers to consider the historical, cultural, and social
context of a literary work, as these factors significantly influence its
themes, characters, and overall meaning.

How does Foster suggest readers approach character
analysis?
Foster suggests that readers should analyze characters by looking for their
motivations, conflicts, and developments throughout the story, as well as how
they relate to larger themes within the text.



What is the importance of 'the journey' in
literature according to Foster?
Foster notes that 'the journey' is a common literary motif that symbolizes
personal growth and transformation, reflecting the character's internal
struggles and changes throughout the story.

How can understanding genre enhance the reading
experience as per Foster's insights?
Understanding genre can enhance the reading experience by providing a
framework for expectations and conventions, helping readers to recognize
patterns and themes that are typical within specific literary forms.
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