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Chapter 19 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor" by Thomas C. Foster
delves into the intricate relationship between literature and geography. In
this chapter, Foster argues that the setting of a story is not merely a
backdrop for action; rather, it serves as a vital component that shapes
character development, influences plot dynamics, and enriches thematic depth.
This chapter encourages readers to appreciate the significance of place in
literature, urging them to consider how geographical elements inform the
narrative and its characters.

Understanding the Role of Geography in
Literature

In this chapter, Foster emphasizes that geography is not just about the
physical location where a story takes place; it encompasses the cultural,
historical, and emotional implications of that space. By examining geography,
readers can uncover layers of meaning that may not be immediately apparent.

The Impact of Setting on Characterization

Characters are often shaped by their environments. Foster highlights several
ways in which geography influences character development:

1. Cultural Context: Characters are molded by the cultural norms and values
of their geographic location. For instance, a character raised in a rural
setting may exhibit different values and behaviors than one from an urban
environment.

2. Historical Legacy: The history of a place can have a profound impact on
its inhabitants. A character living in a post-war city may struggle with
trauma and loss, which can inform their actions and relationships.

3. Physical Landscape: The physical attributes of a location—such as
mountains, rivers, or deserts—can symbolize internal conflicts within
characters. A character's journey through a harsh landscape often parallels
their emotional struggles.

Establishing Mood and Atmosphere

Setting also contributes to the overall mood and atmosphere of a literary
work. Foster explains how various geographical elements can evoke specific
emotions in readers:

- Weather: The use of weather in literature can reflect the emotional tone of
a scene. Storms may signify turmoil, while sunny days can represent hope and
joy.

- Nature: Natural landscapes can serve as a metaphor for a character’s inner



life. A tranquil forest may symbolize peace, while a barren wasteland might
represent despair.

- Urban vs. Rural: The contrast between urban and rural settings can create
tension and conflict. Urban settings may be associated with chaos and
anonymity, while rural settings can evoke themes of community and tradition.

Symbolism and Geography

Foster encourages readers to look for symbolic meanings in geographical
settings. Locations can often represent broader themes and ideas, making them
essential to the narrative's deeper meanings.

Examples of Symbolism in Literature

Several literary works showcase the symbolic nature of geography:

- The Great Gatsby by F. Scott Fitzgerald: The divide between East Egg and
West Egg symbolizes the disparity between old money and new money, reflecting
the social stratification of the American Dream.

- Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad: The journey into the Congo River
represents a descent into the depths of human nature and the darkness within
civilization itself.

- The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck: The Dust Bowl serves as a physical
manifestation of the characters' struggles. The barren land symbolizes
despair and the loss of hope.

Thematic Implications of Setting

Foster posits that the setting can also illuminate the central themes of a
literary work. By analyzing the geographical context, readers can gain
insight into the author's messages and intentions.

Exploring Themes through Geography

1. Isolation and Connection: Settings that are geographically isolated can
highlight themes of loneliness and alienation, while interconnected settings
can emphasize themes of community and belonging.

2. Conflict and Resolution: Geographic elements can serve as sources of
conflict. For example, a story set in a war-torn country may explore themes
of survival and resilience in the face of adversity.

3. Identity and Place: The relationship between characters and their
geographical settings often reflects their struggles with identity.
Characters may grapple with their sense of self in relation to their cultural
heritage and environment.



Reading Closely: Analyzing Geographical
Elements

Foster encourages readers to practice close reading by paying attention to
the geographical details in a text. Here are some strategies to enhance this
analytical process:

- Identify Key Locations: Note the primary settings in a story and consider
their significance. What do these locations reveal about the characters and
themes?

- Examine Descriptions: Pay attention to how the author describes the
setting. Are there specific details that stand out? How do these details
contribute to the mood or tone?

- Consider Historical Context: Investigate the historical background of the
geographical setting. How does this context shape the narrative and its
characters?

Conclusion: The Importance of Geography in
Literature

In Chapter 19 of "How to Read Literature Like a Professor," Thomas C. Foster
provides readers with a framework for understanding the complex interplay
between geography and literature. By recognizing the significance of place,
readers can deepen their appreciation for the narratives they encounter.
Geography is not merely an element of setting; it is a powerful force that
shapes characters, influences themes, and enhances the overall reading
experience.

As readers engage with literary works, they should remain mindful of the
crucial role that geography plays, encouraging a more nuanced and enriched
understanding of literature. By adopting Foster's approach, readers can
transform their literary experiences, uncovering the layers of meaning that
lie within the geographical contexts of the stories they love.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of Chapter 19 in 'How to Read
Literature Like a Professor'?

The main theme of Chapter 19 is the concept of 'What’s in a Name?', exploring
how names in literature can carry significant symbolic weight and contribute
to character development and thematic depth.

How does the author explain the importance of names
in literature?

The author explains that names often reflect a character's identity,
background, or fate, and can also hint at deeper meanings or connections



within the narrative.

Can you give an example of a literary work discussed
in Chapter 19?

Yes, the chapter discusses works such as 'The Great Gatsby,' where the names
of characters like Gatsby and Daisy are loaded with connotations that enhance
the story’s themes of ambition and unattainable dreams.

What strategies does the author suggest for analyzing
names in literature?

The author suggests looking for patterns, cultural references, and historical
significance in names, as well as considering how they interact with the
character's arc and the overall narrative.

How does Chapter 19 relate to the overall purpose of
the book?

Chapter 19 contributes to the book's purpose by encouraging readers to think
critically about the language and choices authors make, enhancing their
understanding and appreciation of literature.

What role does cultural context play in understanding
names in literature according to Chapter 19?

Cultural context is crucial, as it helps readers grasp the connotations and
implications of names, which can vary widely across different societies and
historical periods.

What is one common mistake readers make regarding
character names that the author warns against?

One common mistake is assuming that names are arbitrary; the author warns
that names are often intentional and can provide insight into the character's
role and significance in the story.

Does Chapter 19 provide any specific tools for
readers to apply in their own literary analyses?

Yes, the chapter encourages readers to keep a journal of names, noting their
meanings and implications, and to actively question how these names
contribute to their understanding of the text.
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