
Brief Overview of Lenses 
 

Critical Lens 

General Focus      

of Study 

 

Questions Posed by Critical Lens 

 

 

 

 

 

Feminist 

 
 

 

 
 

 

Role of women/ battle of the 
sexes and how each are 

used/viewed differently with 

a greater focus on the female 
role in the novel.   

 How is the relationship between men and women portrayed? 

 What are the power relationships between men and women                                         
(or characters assuming male/female roles)? 

 How are male and female roles defined? 

 What constitutes masculinity and femininity? 

 How do characters embody these traits? 

 Do characters take on traits from opposite genders? How so? How does this change 

others’ reactions to them? 

 What does the work reveal about the operations (economically, politically, socially, 
or psychologically) of patriarchy? 

 What does the work imply about the possibilities of sisterhood as a mode of resisting 
patriarchy? 

 What does the work say about women's creativity? 

 What does the history of the work's reception by the public and by the critics tell us 
about the operation of patriarchy? 

 What role the work play in terms of women's literary history and literary tradition? 
(Tyson) 

 

 

 

 

 

New 

Historical 

 

 
 

 

 
 

Link the story to the time 

period it was created to better 
understand social and 

political influences on the 

author’s writing 

 What language/characters/events present in the work reflect the current events of the 
author’s day? 

 Are there words in the text that have changed their meaning from the time of the 
writing? 

 How are such events interpreted and presented? 

 How are events' interpretation and presentation a product of the culture of the author? 

 Does the work's presentation support or condemn the event? 

 Can it be seen to do both? 

 How does this portrayal criticize the leading political figures or movements of the 
day? 

 How does the literary text function as part of a continuum with other historical/cultural 

texts from the same period...? 

 How can we use a literary work to "map" the interplay of both traditional and 
subversive discourses circulating in the culture in which that work emerged 

and/or the cultures in which the work has been interpreted? 

 How does the work consider traditionally marginalized populations? 

 

 

 

 

Psychological 

 

 
 

 

 
Uses psychology (mainly 

Freud) to interpret the work to 

better understand human 
nature.   

 How do the operations of repression structure or inform the work? 

 Are there any oedipal dynamics - or any other family dynamics - are work here? 

 How can characters' behavior, narrative events, and/or images be explained in terms of 
psychoanalytic concepts of any kind (for example...fear or fascination with 
death, sexuality - which includes love and romance as well as sexual behavior - 

as a primary indicator of psychological identity or the operations of ego-id-

superego)? 

 What does the work suggest about the psychological being of its author? 

 What might a given interpretation of a literary work suggest about the psychological 
motives of the reader? 

 Are there prominent words in the piece that could have different or hidden meanings? 

Could there be a subconscious reason for the author using these "problem 
words"? 

 

 

 

 

Formalist 

 

 
 

Looks at the piece on its own 

‘legs’ rather than being 

influenced by outside 

structure (history, author’s 

life, etc). They take a piece 
apart to see how it functions 

and identifies the qualities 

that make the piece work.    

 How does the work use imagery to develop its own symbols? (i.e. making a certain road 
stand for death by constant association) 

 What is the quality of the work's organic unity "...the working together of all the parts 
to make an inseparable whole..." (Tyson 121)? In other words, does how the 

work is put together reflect what it is? 

 How are the various parts of the work interconnected? 

 How do paradox, irony, ambiguity, and tension work in the text? 

 How do these parts and their collective whole contribute to or not contribute to the 
aesthetic quality of the work? 

 How does the author resolve apparent contradictions within the work? 

 What does the form of the work say about its content? 

 Is there a central or focal passage that can be said to sum up the entirety of the work? 

 How do the rhythms and/or rhyme schemes of a poem contribute to the meaning or 

effect of the piece? 

 

Mythological/ 

Archetypal 

Focuses on similar stories and 

or elements that show up in 

many pieces of writing, using 
these pieces/stories to better 

understand the human 

experience.   

 What archetypal elements can we see in this piece? 

 Are there any mythic plots, characters, themes, symbols, or reoccurring images? 

 How do these archetypal elements contribute to the work as a whole? 

 How do these elements help us to better understand the human experience?   



 

 

 

 

 

 

Gender/ 

Power/ 
Marginalization 

Gender studies, power and 

marginalization critics explore 

issues of sexuality, power, and 

marginalized populations (woman 

as other) in literature and culture. 

Closely linked to Feminist studies, 

but this lens focuses on the idea of 

power and the abuse/misuse of 

power.  These critics focus on 

binaries (opposites like feminine 

and masculine) and how the work 

treats those that do not fit into 

binary modes (contain traits of 

both).  

 

*In college level classrooms 

sexual identity is also included for 

discussion, but since our novels 

do not overtly discuss these 

issues, we will focus on power 

struggles, marginalization, 

identity and gender conflicts.      

 What elements of the text can be perceived as being masculine (active, powerful) and 
feminine (passive, marginalized) and how do the characters support these 

traditional roles? 

 What sort of support (if any) is given to elements or characters who question the 
masculine/feminine binary? What happens to those elements/characters? 

 What elements in the text exist in the middle, between the perceived 

masculine/feminine binary? In other words, what elements exhibit traits of both 
(bisexual)? 

 How does the author present the text? Is it a traditional narrative? Is it secure and 
forceful? Or is it more hesitant or even collaborative? 

 What are the poetics (literary devices and strategies) of the work saying about these 
power struggles?  Who or what is being marginalized? 

 What does the work reveal about the operations (socially, politically, psychologically) 
homophobic and or how do these operations marginalize a specific group? 

 How does the literary text illustrate the problems of "identity,” and the messiness of 
trying to group people by label when they do not seem to fit a particular 

category or have characteristics outside of society’s idea of that group?   

 

 

 

Marxist 

Follows the basic argument of 

Karl Marx, these critics focus 
on class differences, 

economics and otherwise, as 

well as the implications and 
the complications of the 

capitalist system and how this 

system influences the piece as 
well as the storyline/character 

development.   

 Whom does it benefit if the work or effort is accepted/successful/believed, etc.? 

 What is the social class of the author? 

 Which class does the work claim to represent? 

 What values does it reinforce? 

 What values does it subvert? 

 What conflict can be seen between the values the work champions and those it 
portrays? 

 What social classes do the characters represent? 

 How do characters from different classes interact or conflict? 

 

 

 

Reader-

Response 

These critics consider readers' 

reactions to literature as vital to 

interpreting the meaning of the 

text.  

Tyson explains that "...reader-

response theorists share two 

beliefs:  

1) the role of the reader cannot be 

omitted from our understanding of 

literature  

And 

 

 2) readers do not passively 

consume the meaning presented to 

them by an objective literary text; 

rather they actively make the 

meaning they find in literature.” 

 How does the interaction of text and reader create meaning? 

 What does a phrase-by-phrase analysis of a short literary text, or a key portion of a 
longer text, tell us about the reading experience pre-structured by (built into) 

that text? 

 Do the sounds/shapes of the words as they appear on the page or how they are spoken 
by the reader enhance or change the meaning of the word/work? 

 How might we interpret a literary text to show that the reader's response is, or is 
analogous to, the topic of the story? 

 What does the body of criticism published about a literary text suggest about the critics 
who interpreted that text and/or about the reading experience produced by that 

text? (Tyson 191) 

 

 

Cultural  

Studies 

Sounds just like it’s title – 

critics analyze the piece and 
look for what we can learn 

about another’s culture as 

well as what we discover 
about our own by 

comparison/interaction with 

an outsider’s culture.   

 What cultural elements can be seen in this piece? 

 How do outsiders interact/react to these cultural elements? 

 What can be learned about the other’s culture? 

 What can be learned about our own culture when compared to the outsider’s?  

 What can be learned about our own culture when looking at how the outsider is treated?   

 

 

 

 

Identity/     

Post-Colonial 

 

 

 
These critics are concerned 

with literature produced by 

colonial powers and works 
produced by those who 

were/are colonized. Post-

colonial theory looks at issues 
of power, economics, politics, 

religion, and culture and how 

these elements work in 
relation to colonial hegemony 

(western colonizers 

controlling the colonized). 

 

 How does the literary text, explicitly or allegorically, represent various aspects of 

colonial oppression? 

 What does the text reveal about the problematics of post-colonial identity, including the 
relationship between personal and cultural identity and such issues as double 

consciousness and hybridity? 

 What person(s) or groups does the work identify as "other" or stranger? How are such 
persons/groups described and treated? 

 What does the text reveal about the politics and/or psychology of anti-colonialist 
resistance? 

 What does the text reveal about the operations of cultural difference - the ways in which 
race, religion, class, gender, sexual orientation, cultural beliefs, and customs 
combine to form individual identity - in shaping our perceptions of ourselves, 

others, and the world in which we live? 

 How does the text respond to or comment upon the characters, themes, or assumptions 
of a canonized (colonialist) work? 

 Are there meaningful similarities among the literatures of different post-colonial 
populations? 

 How does a literary text in the Western canon reinforce or undermine colonialist 

ideology through its representation of colonialization and/or its inappropriate 
silence about colonized peoples? (Tyson 378-379) 
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