Psychoanalysis attempts to reveal the ways in which repressed psychological conflicts are the ultimate source of our experience.  Some questions psychoanalytic critics ask about literary texts include:

1. How do the operations of repression structure or inform the work?  That is, what unconscious motives are operating in the main characters; what core issues are thereby illustrated; and how do these core issues structure or inform the piece?  (Remember, the unconscious consists of repressed wounds, fears, unresolved conflicts, and guilty desires)

2. What are the family dynamics present here?  That is, is it possible to relate a character’s patterns of adult behavior to early experiences in the family as represented in the story?  How do these patterns of behavior and family dynamics operate and what do they reveal?

3. How can a character’s behavior be explained in terms of psychoanalytic concepts of any kind (for example, regression, projection, fear of death, sexuality - as a primary indicator of psychological identity, or the operations of id, ego, superego?)

Marxism attempts to reveal the ways in which our socioeconomic system is the ultimate source of our experience.  Some questions Marxist critics ask about literary texts:

1. Does the work reinforce (intentionally or not) capitalist, imperialist, or classist values?  If so, then the work may be said to have a capitalist, imperialist, or classist agenda, and it is the critic’s job to expose and condemn this aspect of the work.

2. How might the work be seen as a critique of capitalism, imperialism, or classism?  That is, in what ways does the text reveal, and invite us to condemn, oppressive forces?  If a work criticizes or invites us to criticize oppressive socioeconomic forces, then it may be said to have a Marxist agenda.

3. How does the literary work reflect (intentionally or not) the socioeconomic conditions of the time in which it was written and/or the time in which it was set?  What do those conditions reveal about the history of class struggle?

4. How might the work be seen as a critique of organized religion?  That is, how does religion function in the text to keep character or characters from realizing and resisting socioeconomic forces?

Feminism attempts to reveal the ways in which patriarchal gender roles are the ultimate source of our experience.  Some questions feminist critics ask about literary texts:

1. What does the text reveal about the operations (economically, politically, socially, or psychologically) of patriarchy?  How are women portrayed?  How do these portrayals relate to the gender issues of the period in which the novel was written or is set?  In other words, does the work reinforce or undermine a patriarchal ideology?

2. What does the work suggest about the ways in which race, class, and/or other cultural factors intersect with gender in producing women’s experiences?

3. How is the work “gendered”?  That is, how does it seem to define femininity and masculinity?  Does the character’s behavior always conform to their assigned genders? What seems to be the text’s attitude toward the gender it portrays?  For example, does the work seem to accept, question, or reject the traditional view of gender?

4. What does the history of the work’s reception by the public and by the critics tell us about the operations of patriarchy?  Has the literary work been ignored or neglected in the past?  Why?  Or, if recognized in the past, is the work ignored or neglected now?  Why?

Given Formalist’s focus on the single meaning of the text and its single method of establishing that meaning, it should not be surprising that the list of questions Formalists ask about texts should consist of only one complex question:

1. In what ways do the text’s literary elements support the overall theme or meaning?

