
Literary Criticism 

Different approaches or lenses used to read, discuss, and analyze literature.  
 

 

Feminism/Feminist 

 
Main Focus: women and men 
 

 
 

More Info:  
 

- Grew out of the women’s 
movements 
 

- Search for equal rights, 
opportunities, and 
treatment 
 

- Analyze the role of gender 
in a male-dominated society 

 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- How are men and women 
treated in the story? How 
do they interact with each 
other?  
 

- How does a character’s 
gender influence their 
behavior, values, 
experiences, treatment, 
privileges, or power?  
 

- Are the characters 
challenging or upholding 
traditional gender 
stereotypes? 

 
 

 

 

  

Psychoanalysis/Psychoanalytic 

 
Main Focus: unconscious desires 
 

 
 

More Info:  
 

- Draws on psychologist 
Sigmund Freud’s theories  
 

- Explores motivations of 
characters and symbolic 
meaning of events 
 

- Believes the key to a healthy 
personality is a balance of the 
id, ego, and superego  
 

- Id – present from birth, 
entirely unconscious, follows 
instincts only, wants 
immediate gratification of all 
desires and needs, important 
early in life for survival 
 

- Ego – keeps the id in check, 
deals with reality, controls 
impulses, acts like a filter in 
order to behave appropriately 
 

- Superego – holds our moral 
standards, influenced by 
parents and society, perfects 
our behavior 
 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- What are the character’s 
unconscious desires and how 
do they influence the story?  
 

- What are the family dynamics?  
 

- How are the characters’ sexual 
desire represented?  
 

- Are there hidden meanings?  
 

- How is a moral sense of right 
and wrong depicted?  

  

Marxism/Marxist 

 
Main Focus: social class and work 
 

 
 

More Info:  
 

- Assumptions about culture, 
race, class, and power 
 

- Aims to correct social 
injustices 
 

- Describes competing 
socioeconomic interests 
(Capitalism/money vs. 
social morality/justice) 
 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- How does the upper class 
treat the lower class?  
 

- How do workers and 
bosses interact?  
 

- How does financial status 
impact character’s life? 
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New Historicism/New Historicist 
 

Main Focus: the time period’s values/attitudes 
 
More Info:  
 

- Emphasizes understanding of historical context 
for a modern reader’s understanding 
 

- Considers political, economic, and social factors 
 

- Our present influences our interpretation of text 
 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- When and where is the story set?  
 

- What do you know about the beliefs and events 
of that time and place in history?  
 

- How does the story comment on history? 
Culture? The majority compared to the minority? 

 

 

 

 Archetypes/Archetypal 
 

Main Focus: common/universal representations 
 

More Info:  
 

- Archetype = universal symbols that evoke deep, 
somewhat automatic responses in everyone since 
they’ve been around since the beginning of time 
 

- Look for underlying, recurrent patterns to reveal 
meaning and basic human experience no matter 
where or when you live 
 

- Make larger connections to explain work’s lasting 
appeal; why do people all over relate to it? 

 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- Do you see the “typical” hero, lover, mother, wise 
old man, fool? (archetype) 
 

- Does the story follow a typical pattern, such as 
hero’s journey (call to action, struggle/enemy, 
renewal, change/growth/realization, etc.)?  

 

   

Gender/Queer Theory 
 

Main Focus: gender and sexuality representation 
 
More Info:  
 

- Identities are not fixed 
 

- Pointless to generalize about a single group; we’re 
all too complex and different 
 

- Should not repress or hide sexual identity 
 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- How are masculinity and femininity depicted? 
 

- How are character treated or acting based on 
gender stereotypes or sexual identity? 
 

- Do any characters have both masculine and 
feminine traits, or the opposite expected traits? 

 

 Narratology/Narrative 
 

Main Focus: how the story is told and its structure/form 
 

More Info:  
 

- Focuses on language, structure/form, and tone 
(diction, irony, metaphor, symbolism, plot, etc.) 
 

- The writing techniques are more important than 
the author’s life or setting 
 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- What is the point of view of the story?  
 

- Is the narrator (storyteller, speaker) believable?  
 

- How is the story told? What are we told? Not told? 
 

- How does the structure/form of the story 
influence understanding or emphasize meaning? 
 

   

Biographical 
 

Main Focus: author’s life 
 

More Info:  
 

- Real life inspires fiction characters; events in text 
based on actual events 
 

Questions to Ask:  
 

- How does the author’s life shape the story? 
 

What details from the author’s life are similar to 
those in the story? 

 EXAMPLE 
 

  



 


