
Critical Lenses and Questions for Literary Works 
 
A “critical lens” is the academic term for a way of looking at a text (and thus interpreting it) from a 
specific perspective.  “Reading through a lens” focuses our attention and makes our reading more 
meaningful. 
 
 

I. Historical Lens: This approach focuses on connection of work to the historical period in which it 
was written. 

A. How does the story reflect the time in which it was written? 
B. How accurately does the story depict the time in which it is set? 
C. What literary or historical influences helped to shape the form and content of the work? 
D. How does the story reflect the attitudes and beliefs of the time in which it was   written 

or set?  (Consider beliefs and attitudes related to race, religion, politics,  gender, society, 
philosophy, etc.) 

E. What other literary works may have influenced the writer? 
F. What historical events or movements might have influenced this writer? 
G. Does the story reveal or contradict the prevailing values of the time in which it was 

written?  Does it provide an opposing view of the period’s prevailing values? 
H. How important is the historical context (the work’s and the reader’s) to interpreting the 

work? 
 

II. Psychological Lens: This approach focuses on the psychology of characters. 
A. What forces are motivating the characters? 
B. Which behaviors of the characters are conscious ones? Which are unconscious? 
C. What conscious or unconscious conflicts exist between the characters? 
D. Given their backgrounds, how plausible is the characters’ behavior? 
E. How does the reader’s own psychology affect his response to the work? 

 
III. Sociological/Marxist Lens: This approach focuses on man’s relationship to others in society, 

politics, religion, and business. It is concerned with social class and the conflict between the 
powerful and powerless. 

A. What is the relationship between the characters and their society? 
B. Does the story address societal issues, such as race, gender, and class? 
C. How do social forces shape the power relationships between groups or classes of people 

in the story? Who has the power, and who doesn’t? Why? 
D. How does the story reflect social mobility? Do all characters have a fair shot at bettering 

their lives? Why or why not? 
E. How does the story reflect urban, rural, or suburban values? 
F. What does the work say about economic or social power? Who has it and who 

 doesn’t?  
G. Does the story address issues of economic exploitation? What role does money play? 
H. How do economic conditions determine the direction of the characters’ lives? 
I. Does the work challenge or affirm the social order it depicts? 
J. Can the protagonist’s struggle be seen as symbolic of a larger class struggle? 
K. How does the microcosm (small world) of the story reflect the macrocosm (large               

world) of the society in which it was composed? 
L. How might a reader’s socio-economic background affect the way he/she reads a text? 



 
IV. Archetypal Lens: This approach focuses on connections to other literature,  

mythological/biblical allusions, archetypal images, symbols, characters, themes. 
A. How does this story resemble other stories in plot, character, setting, or symbolism? 
B. What universal experiences are depicted? 
C. Are patterns suggested? Are seasons used to suggest a pattern or cycle? 
D. Does the protagonist undergo any kind of transformation, such as movement from 

innocence to experience, that seems archetypal? 
E. Does the character embark on a physical, spiritual, or psychological journey? 
F. Are the names significant? 
G. Is there a Christ-like figure in the work? 
H. Does the writer allude to biblical or mythological literature? For what purpose? 
I. How does the work reflect the hopes, fears, and expectations of entire cultures? 
J. What common human concerns are revealed in the story? 
K. How do stories from one culture correspond to those of another? (For example, 

 creation myths, flood myths, etc.) 
L. How does the story reflect the experiences of death and rebirth? 
M. What archetypal events occur in the story? (Quest? Initiation? Scapegoating? Descents 

into the underworld? Ascents into heaven?) 
N. What archetypal images occur? (Water, rising sun, setting sun, symbolic colors) 
O. What archetypal characters appear in the story? (Mentor? Femme Fatale? Wise  old 

man? Lost Child? Witch?) 
P. What archetypal settings appear? (Garden? Desert? Dark Forest?) 

 
V. Feminist/Gender Lens: This approach examines images of women and concepts  of the feminine 

in myth and literature.  Feminist critics attempt to correct or supplement what they regard as a 
predominantly male-dominated perspective. 

A. How are women’s lives portrayed in the work? 
B. How do male and female characters relate to one another? Are these relationships 

sources of conflict? Are these conflicts resolved? 
C. Does the work challenge or affirm traditional views of women? 
D. How do the images of women in the story reflect patriarchal social forces that have 

impeded women’s efforts to achieve full equality with men? 
E. What marital expectations are imposed on the characters? What effect do these 

 expectations have? 
F. What behavioral expectations are imposed on the characters? What effect do these 

expectations have? 
G. If a female character were male, how would the story be different (and vice versa)?  

How does the marital status of a character affect her decisions or happiness? 
H. How might a reader’s gender affect the way he/she reads the story? 


