
Literary Criticism Annotation Guide 

 
Biographical Perspective  

 How does the author’s background inform the 

story?  

 What details from the author’s life mirror those in 

the story?  

Marxism 

 How are the different social classes related?  

 How does the upper class treat the lower class? 

Vice versa?  

 How are workers exploited by their bosses?  

 How does social class/financial position determine 

a character’s position in life? 

 How do characters deal with oppression? Is 

conflict ignored? Fought? Blamed on something 

else?  

 What values are represented? 

Feminism  

 How are men and women treated in the story?  

 Is there equality or inequality between the genders?  

 How does a character’s gender determine the way 

he or she can behave/operate in the story? 

 What privileges are given to characters based on 

gender?  

 What type of discrimination/oppression happens 

based on gender? 

 How are patriarchal values support? Subverted?  

Narratology 

 What is the point of view of the story? 

 How does the way the story is told emphasize 

certain features? 

 How is the story told? (What details do we see 

happen? What are we just told about? What’s left 

out?) 

 How does the structure of the story influence your 

understanding?  

 What conventions are included? Subverted?  

 Is the narrator reliable or unreliable?  

Archetypes  

 What character archetypes are present? (The 

hero, the lover, the mother, the whore, the wise 

old man, the fool, etc.) 

 How does the story mirror archetype patterns?  

 What symbols are present in the story?  

 Do any characters go on a journey? If so, what 

kind? What do they encounter?  

 What trials do characters encounter?  

Psychoanalysis  

 What are the characters’ unconscious desires? 

How do they influence the story? 

 What types of family dynamics are present?  

 How are characters’ sexual desires represented? 

How do they drive the stories?  

 How is the id (base desires), ego (regular 

consciousness), and superego (sense of 

morality/right and wrong) depicted?  

 How are psychological motives represented? 

How do they effect the story? 

 Are there any hidden meanings? Is the 

subconscious at work at all? 

New Historicism  

 What are the circumstances of the story? (What 

is the historical context?) 

 How does the story comment on the history and 

social structure of its time? 

 What can you learn about the time period the 

story takes place in? 

 How does this story reveal information of the 

culture at the time? 

 Are there marginalized groups of people 

represented? How are they depicted? 

 How are power relations depicted? 

Gender/Queer Theory  

 How is masculinity and femininity depicted in 

the story?  

 How are characters treated based on their 

support or subversion of traditional gender 

stereotypes? 

 Do any characters mix and match masculine and 

feminine traits? How are they treated?  

 Are there any depictions of gay, lesbian, or 

queer characters? How are they shown/treated? 

 How is sexual identity treated in the story? 

 What does it mean to be male? Female? How 

does this impact the story?  

 Are characters expressing their gender in a 

healthy or unhealthy/toxic way? (ex. Toxic 

masculinity)  
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Definitions:  

Archetypes 

 Universal characters or plots 

 Common archetypes: the quest, the magical 

tool/weapon, the hero, the evil queen, the 

maiden, the wise old man, the fool, the 

trickster, etc.  

Biographical 

 Read by focusing on similarities between 

life and story 

Feminism 

 How men and women are depicted and 

relate to each other 

 Can often look at the power dynamic 

between the two, and traditional gender 

roles (either supported or subverted) 

including stereotypes based on gender  

Gender/Queer Theory: 

 How gender and sexuality is discussed  

 May look at this in a non-binary way (going 

beyond solely masculine and feminine, 

either/or) 

Marxism 

 The power dynamic between social and 

economic classes 

 Rich vs. poor or owners vs. workers or 

upper vs. lower class 

Narrative 

 How the story is told 

 Consider point of view (POV), techniques 

(flashbacks, stream of consciousness, etc. 

 

 

 

New Historicism 

 The historical, cultural, social attitudes of 

the time 

 The position people held at that time 

historically  

 AKA Attitudes and positions typical of the 

time period 

Psychoanalytic 

 Unconscious desires (things you want to do 

that you don’t realize you want to) 

 Fixations/obsessions  

 

 


