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LITERARY PERSPECTIVES TOOLKIT

Literary perspectives help us explain why people might interpret the same text in a variety of ways. 
Perspectives help us understand what is important to individual readers, and they show us why those readers 
end up seeing what they see. One way to imagine a literary perspective is to think of it as a lens through which 
we can examine a text. No single lens gives us the clearest view, but it is sometimes fun to read a text with a 
particular perspective in mind because you often end up seeing something intriguing and unexpected. While 
readers typically apply more than one perspective at a time, the best way to understand these perspectives 
is to use them one at a time. What follows is a summary of some of the best-known literary perspectives. 
These descriptions are extremely brief, and none fully explains everything you might want to know about the 
perspective in question, but there is enough here for you to get an idea about how readers use them.

The Psychological Perspective

Some literary critics call this the psychological or character perspective because its purpose is to examine the 
internal motivations of literary characters. When we hear actors say that they are searching for their character’s 
motivation, they are using something like this perspective. As a form of criticism, this perspective deals with 
works of literature as expressions of the personality, state of mind, feelings, and desires of the author or of 
a character within the literary work. As readers, we investigate the psychology of a character or an author to 
figure out the meaning of a text (although sometimes an examination of the author’s psychology is considered 
biographical criticism, depending upon your point of view).

The Social Power Perspective

Some critics believe that human history and institutions, even our ways of thinking, are determined by 
the ways in which our societies are organized. Two primary factors shape our schemes of organization: 
economic power and social class membership. First, the class to which we belong determines our degree 
of economic, political, and social advantage, and so social classes invariably find themselves in conflict 
with each other. Second, our membership in a social class has a profound impact on our beliefs, values, 
perceptions, and our ways of thinking and feeling. For these reasons, the social power perspective helps us 
understand how people from different social classes understand the same circumstances in very different 
ways. When we see members of different social classes thrown together in the same story, we are likely to 
think in terms of power and advantage as we attempt to explain what happens and why.

The Formalist Perspective

The word “formal” has two related meanings, both of which apply within this perspective. The first relates to its root 
word, “form,” a shape of structure that we can recognize and use to make associations. The second relates to a set 



LITERARY PERSPECTIVES TOOLKIT (Continued)

of conventions or accepted practices. Formal poetry, for example, has meter, rhyme, stanza, and other predictable 
features that it shares with poems of the same type. The formalist perspective, then, pays particular attention 
to these issues of form and convention. Instead of looking at the world in which a poem exists, for example, the 
formalist perspective says that a poem should be treated as an independent and self-sufficient object. The methods 
used in this perspective are those of close reading: a detailed and subtle analysis of the formal components that 
make up the literary work, such as the meanings and interactions of words, figures of speech, and symbols.

The Historical Perspective

When applying this perspective you have to view a literary text within its historical context. Specific historical 
information will be of key interest: about the time during which an author wrote, about the time in which the 
text is set, about the ways in which people of the period saw and thought about the world in which they lived. 
History, in this case, refers to the social, political, economic, cultural, and/or intellectual climate of the time. For 
example, the literary works of William Faulkner frequently reflect the history of the American South, the Civil War 
and its aftermath, and the birth and death of a nation known as the Confederate States of America.

The Biographical Perspective

Because authors typically write about things they care deeply about and know well, the events and 
circumstances of their lives are often reflected in the literary works they create. For this reason, some readers 
use biographical information about an author to gain insight into that author’s works. This lens, called 
biographical criticism, can be both helpful and dangerous. It can provide insight into themes, historical 
references, social oppositions or movements, and the creation of fictional characters. At the same time, it is 
not safe to assume that biographical details from the author’s life can be transferred to a story or character 
that the author has created. For example, Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos were both ambulance 
drivers during World War I and both wrote novels about the war. Their experiences gave them firsthand 
knowledge and created strong personal feelings about the war, but their stories are still works of fiction. 
Some biographical details, in fact, may be completely irrelevant to the interpretation of that writer’s work.

Here are some other lenses that can also be used as ways to consider texts. We won’t be using them for our 
work with “Letter,”  but you will find them useful in your future reading.

Reader-Response Perspective

This type of perspective focuses on the activity of reading a work of literature. Reader-response critics turn away 
from the traditional idea that a literary work is an artifact that has meaning built within it; they turn their attention 
instead to the responses of individual readers. By this shift of perspective, a literary work is converted into an activity 
that goes on in a reader’s mind. It is through this interaction that meaning is made. The features of the work itself—
including narrator, plot, characters, style, and structure—are less important than the interplay between a reader’s 
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experience and the text. Advocates of this perspective believe that literature has no inherent or intrinsic meaning 
waiting to be discovered. Instead, meaning is constructed by readers as they bring their own thoughts, moods, 
and experiences to whatever text they are reading. In turn, what readers get out of a text depends upon their own 
expectations and ideas. For example, if you read “Sonny’s Blues” by James Baldwin and you have your own troubled 
younger brother or sister, the story will have meaning for you that it wouldn’t have for, say, an only child.

The Archetypal Perspective

In literary criticism, the word “archetype” signifies a recognizable pattern or a model. It can be used to 
describe story designs, character types, or images that can be found in a wide variety of works of literature. It 
can also be applied to myths, dreams, and social rituals. The archetypal similarities among texts and behaviors 
are thought to reflect a set of universal, even primitive ways of seeing the world. When we find them in literary 
works they evoke strong responses from readers. Archetypal themes include the heroic journey and the search 
for a father figure. Archetypal images include the opposition of paradise and Hades, the river as a sign of life 
and movement, and mountains or other high places as sources of enlightenment. Characters can be archetypal 
as well, like the rebel-hero, the scapegoat, the villain, and the goddess.

The Gender Perspective

Because gender is a way of viewing the world, people of different genders see things differently. For example, a 
feminist critic might see cultural and economic disparities as the products of a “patriarchal” society, shaped and 
dominated by men, who tend to decide things by various means of competition. Because women are frequently 
brought up to be more cooperative than competitive, they may find that such competition has hindered or 
prevented them from realizing their full potential, from turning their creative possibilities into action. In addition, 
societies often tend to see the male perspective as the default, that is, the one we choose automatically. As a 
result, women are identified is as the “other”: the deviation or the contrasting type. When we use this lens, we 
examine patterns of thought, behavior, value, and power in relations between the sexes.

Deconstruction

Deconstruction is, at first, a difficult critical method to understand because it asks us to set aside ways of thinking that are 
quite natural and comfortable. For example, we frequently see the world as a set of opposing categories: male/female, 
rational/irrational, powerful/powerless. It also looks at the ways in which we assign value to one thing over another, such 
as life over death, presence over absence, and writing over speech. At its heart, deconstruction is a mode of analysis that 
asks us to question the very assumptions that we bring to that analysis. Gender, for example, is a “construct,” a set of 
beliefs and assumptions that we have built, or constructed, over time and experience. But if we “de-construct” gender, 
looking at it while holding aside our internalized beliefs and expectations, new understandings become possible. To 
practice this perspective, then, we must constantly ask ourselves why we believe what we do about the make-up of 
our world and the ways in which we know it. Then, we must try to explain that world in the absence of our old beliefs.
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