
Critical Lens
Introduction



Graded Notes

• You will be taking notes on seven critical lenses in the next 
couple of weeks.

• I want you to take careful notes on this information—it will 
be on your final exam!

• After we have taken notes on all 7 lenses, I will collect your 
notes for a grade. You will be graded on:
• Neatness

• Organization

• Completion



Archetypal Lens

A lens or theory that 
examines patterns and 
symbols in literature.



Archetypal 
Lens: Basis

Universal symbols: objects 
that have similar meanings for 
everyone.

Critics look for recurring 
themes, characters, and 
images.

Based in psychology, 
especially Sigmund Freud and 
Carl Jung



Archetypal Characters
• the HERO: a character whose search for self-identity and/or self-

fulfillment results in his own destruction; often the surrounding 
society is destroyed along with him 

• the SCAPEGOAT: an innocent character on whom a situation is 
blamed and is punished in place of the truly guilty party

• the LONER/OUTCAST: a character who is separated from society.

• the TEMPTRESS: the female who possesses what the male desires 
and uses that desire to lead him to his own destruction.



Archetypal Images

• COLORS: red as blood, anger, passion; gold as 
greatness, value, wealth; green as fertility, 
luxury, growth; blue as God-like holiness, 
peace, serenity; white as purity, innocence; 
black as mystery, death, danger; gray as 
lifelessness, decay, dullness.

• SEASONS: spring is birth, summer is the height 
of life, autumn is aging, and winter is 
approaching death.

• JOURNEY: a journey is a quest for self-discovery.



Archetypal Images

• PLACES: the garden is new life, rebirth, natural abundance; the 
wasteland is the opposite of the garden—no life; the forest is a 
place where rules don’t apply; the crossroads is a place of decision 
making.

• YIN AND YANG: any scheme that suggests that each of a pair of 
opposites partakes of the other’s nature, like a foil, complements of 
the other, and essentially completes the other; without balance, 
the world would erupt in chaos.



Feminist Lens

•A lens or theory that 
examines gender roles



Feminist Lens: Basis
• The idea that the Western 

world is fundamentally 
patriarchal (created and 
controlled by men).

• Challenges the view that 
women are less intelligent than 
men.

• Women are oppressed 
economically, politically, 
socially, and psychologically.

• Woman is the other, defined by 
what she lacks and men have.

• Feminist theory aims to change 
the world by promoting 
equality.



Main Ideas

The differences between men and 
women

• (beliefs, values, perspectives, emotions)

Women in power or power 
relationships between men and women

• (treatment of women, division of labor)

The female experience

• (women’s and men’s dependency on each 
other)

• the celebration of the female as “life-giver”



What do 
feminist critics 

explore?

• Representations of women in literature

• Depiction of the female consciousness

• Gender roles to identify historical 
treatment of women and evaluation of 
their worth

• How femininity is represented as 
passive and emotional (the “caregiver”) 
and the male is associated with reason 
and action (the “doer”) 

• Cultural impact of rigidly defined idea 
of femininity and masculinity 



Marxist Lens

•A lens or theory that 
examines social class



MARXIST LENS: DEFINITIONS

• Bourgeoisie = the ruling class, the aristocracy, the upper class

• Proletariat = the working class, manual laborers, the 

downtrodden



Marxist Lens: The Basics

• Based on the philosophy of Karl Marx, a German philosopher and 
economist.  

• Focuses on the economic systems that structure society

• Base of the theory is economy but includes social and political 
power socioeconomic

• Examines the conflicts between the “haves” and the “have nots”

• Economic power: Those who own the means of production dictate 
what type of society it is.

• Political economy is driven by greed and competition



The Revolution

•Marx theorized that the proletariat would lead a 
revolution.

• But their realizations often come too late



Alienation of Labor

• The more labor a man performs, the less of a man he 
becomes

• Pours energy into work

• Detracts from what he wants to do  life activity

• Leads to discontentment and dissatisfaction

• Benefits only the rich for whom the material is being 
made



The Habitus

• The idea that one’s social class informs one’s 
likes/dislikes, habits, activities, education, behavior

• For example—the upper class may like polo, but the lower 
classes prefer horse racing



Narratology Lens

•A lens or theory 
that examines 
the way a story 
is told.



Basis of Narratology Theory
• There are different ways a story can be told:

• Chronological events: events told in order of occurrence

• Flashback: events are revealed out of sequence or the story is 
narrated as if the events have already happened. 

• There are three different types of narrators:

• First-person: a character in the story is telling narrating

• Third-person limited: an outsider is narrating but knows 
everything about one character.

• Third-person omniscient: an outsider is narrating but knows 
everything about all characters.



Main Ideas of Narratology Theory
• Difference between story 

and narrative
• Story refers to the events, 

characters, setting

• Narrative is what the 
narrator chooses to reveal 
to you

• Testing the reliability of a 
narrator
• Is the narrator too self-

interested, inexperienced, 
immoral, emotional? 



What do narratology critics explore?

•They focus on the teller and the telling rather 
than content.

•They focus on action and structure rather 
than character and motive.



New Historicist 
Lens

A lens or theory 
that examines the 
historical context 
of a work



New Historicist 
Theory: Basics

• Literature has a 
“conversation” with history.

• Uses history as a means of 
understanding a literary work 
more clearly.

• Emphasizes the interaction
between the historic 
connections of the work and a 
reader’s understanding of the 
work.



What do New Historicist critics EXPLORE?

• Every literary work is a product of its time and its 
world.

• Writers only have access to basic facts of history; they 
fill in gaps with fiction.

• Any given event is the product of culture and effects 
culture in return.

• Historical accounts are narratives that are biased 
based on the point of view of the author.



What QUESTIONS do New Historicist critics ask?

• How does historical context influence the text?

• What are the common themes that shape the literature 
of the time period in which the text is composed?

• What positions does the author take that directly 
relate to events and conditions of his/her time?

• What allusions to events and people are used?



Strategies FOR READING:

• View the text as part of a larger context of historical 
movements 

• Consider how the text contributes to and reflects aspects 
of history.

• Search for connections between the text and the 
historical context.

• What allusions to events and people are used?



Allusions in The Great Gatsby

Von Hindenburg – page 61—
General in WWI; German 
president; appointed Hitler as 
chancellor in 1933

The Old Metropole and Rosy 
Rosenthal – page 70– Hotel 
Metropole was a known 
gambling site in NYC. In 1912, 
gambler and politician Herman 
Beansie Rosenthal was shot 
dead outside the hotel.



Prohibition

•Alcohol was illegal in 
American from 1920-1933

•Bootlegging refers to the 
illegal smuggling of alcohol. 
Distributed for private 
parties and “speak-easies”

• Established organized crime 
in America

• The Mafia emerged from a 
gang of Italian bootleggers in 
New York in the late ‘20s





Psychoanalytic 
Lens

A lens or theory 
that examines 

the unconscious 
being



Psychoanalytic Lens Basics
• Draws from Freud to better 

understand the text, the writer, 
and the reader. 

• Explore the motivations of 
characters, the author, and the 
reader and the symbolic 
meaning of events.  

• Based heavily on the idea of the 
existence of a human 
unconscious-those impulses, 
desires, and feelings that a 
person is unaware of but that 
influence emotions and 
behaviors. 



Sigmund 
Freud

Revolutionized ideas on how 
the human mind works.

Unconscious motives control 
our behavior.  

Dreams have deeper, 
metaphorical meanings 

The personality is divided 
into 3 sections: the id, the ego, 
and the superego



Conscious vs. 
Unconscious Mind

The Conscious Mind 
includes everything we 
are aware of:  

•Rational thinking   
•Memories that we 
can access when we 
want to 



Conscious vs. 
Unconscious Mind

The Unconscious Mind is a 
collection of feelings, 
thoughts, and memories 
outside of our conscious 
awareness

• Suppressed memories  
• Unconscious mind 

influences us even 
though we are unaware 



The Elements of Personality

According to Freud, 
our personality is 
composed of three 
elements which work 
together and are 
responsible for 
human behaviors. 

• The Id—desire 

• The Ego—reality 

• The Superego—logic

• A balance between the 
three is key to a 
healthy personality.



Id, Ego, Superego

ID Ego Superego
• Present from birth
• Entirely 

unconscious 
instincts

• “pleasure principle”

• Deals with reality
• Ensures that 

impulsive behaviors 
from the id are 
expressed 
appropriately

• Acts like a filter to 
keep wants and 
desires in check

• Controls our moral
standards

• Shaped and 
influenced by 
parents and society

• Perfects and 
civilizes our 
behavior



Psychoanalytic 
Critics Explore:
• How human behavior is 

relevant to a reader’s 
experience of literature

• The literary text as a fictional 
expression of the personality, 
state of mind, feelings and 
desires of the author

• The psychology of the 
character(s) or the author to 
find meaning in the text 

• The movements of reader’s 
and writer’s desires in a text


