Critical Questions to Explore Text

Adapted from Carol Ricker-Wilson

Write a paragraph for each of the following categories using the questions as initiators. 
1. Culture and Power

Who has the power in the story/novel/film/advertisement?

What gives the character their power (strength, money appearance, race, etc)?

How do characters use their power?

Do they lose or gain their power?

Of what sorts of things are the characters negative or critical?

What in their circumstance would they like to change?

What (cultural, social, personal) circumstances limit their opportunities for changing these things?

What additional knowledge might you need to understand the social and cultural conditions described in the text?

2. Portrayal/Representation/Identity Categories

How do characters try to change things or resolve their problems?

Do they do so in stereotypically “gendered” ways (e.g., males fight, females rely on ability to interest males)?

Is the ending of the text likely, given the characters’ circumstances and personalities?

How are males/females/low-income people/ people of colour, etc. portrayed in the text? (e.g., is beauty equated with goodness? Are Blacks minor characters?)

Can you identify with the other gender?

What happens to characters that don’t act according to the social expectations for how females/males etc. should act?

If the narrative features a male protagonist, how important is romance/intelligence/physical strength?

If the narrative features a female protagonist, how important is romance/intelligence/physical strength?

How/why does this narrative make you feel better/worse about yourself as a male/female/person of colour, etc?
3. Outside the Text

Whose interests (cultural, economic, political, etc) does the author seem to represent. What characters or incidents suggest such interest and values?

Whose story isn’t fully told in the narrative? How would you tell it? What’s missing?

With whom do you think the author wants you to sympathize? What in the text makes you think that?

Does this text confirm the dominant culture? Is it an oppositional reading of dominant culture, or does it contain a negotiated meaning?
