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To  understand  the  basics  of  textual  lenses ,

you  have  to  understand  reading  as  inherent ly

subject ive .  This  means  that  they  way  one

person  reads  a  text  (or  l i s tens  to  a  song,

watches  a  show,  looks  at  a  paint ing,  etc . )  wil l

a lways  be  in formed  by  thei r  indiv idual

exper iences ,  cul tures ,  and  ideologies .  The  way

one  person  reads  a  text  wil l   di f fer  f rom  the

way  another  person  reads  the  same  tex .

When  we  say  we ' re  " reading  through  textual

lenses , "  i t 's  just  a  fancy  way  of  saying  that  we

are  in tent ional ly  borrowing  di f ferent

perspect ives  in  order  to  read  a  text  f rom

another  point -of -view.  Another  way  to  th ink

about  th is  i s  reading  a  text  through  a  lens .  I f

you  look  at  the  world  through  a  red  lens ,  the

wor ld  wil l  look  red.  I f  you  are  looking  at  a  text

through,  say ,  an  economic  lens ,  you  might

not ice  how  the  values  of  capi ta l ism  are  played

out  within  the  text .  (Don ' t  worry .  We ' l l  get  to

examples  soon! )

 

WHAT  ARE  TEXTUAL  LENSES ?

IDEOLOGY: A SYSTEM  OF IDEAS AND IDEALS, WHICH FORM

THE BASIS OF ECONOMIC OR POLITICAL POLICY



socio -economic

histor ica l

gender

psychological

spi r i tual  

sc ient i f ic

The  not ion  of  reading  through  textual  lenses

comes  f rom  a  f ie ld  of  l i terary  study  known  as

c r i t i c a l  t h e o r y .  Pract ioners  of  cr i t ica l  theory  

are  concerned  using  part icular  lenses  (e.g .

Marx ism )  to  cr i tque  society  and  cul ture  in

order  to  chal lenge  power  st ructures .  

Since  the  immediate  purpose  of  th is  class  i s

not  socia l  revolut ion,  we  wil l  be  borrowing

methods  f rom  cr i t ica l  theory  in  order  to

develop  a  reading  st rategy.  The  fo l lowing

lenses  resemble  those  used  by  cr i t ica l

theor is ts  but  are  more  appropr iate  for  the  work

we  wil l  be  doing:

WHY  TEXTUAL  LENSES  L I T E ?



In  order  to  help  f i rs t  year  wri ters  understand

how  lenses  works ,  we  need  a  text ,  so  we ' l l  

 star t  with  the  story  of  G o l d i l o c k s  a n d  t h e

T h r e e  B e a r s .

For  those  who  need  a  reminder ,  Goldi locks  i s  a

l i t t le  gir l  who  wanders  through  the  woods  and

into  the  three  bears '  house.  The  bears ,

reportedly ,  are  out  for  a  walk  whi le  thei r

porr idge  cools .  Goldi locks  proceeds  to  help

hersel f  to  the  bears '  porr idge  and  determines

the  f i rs t  bowl  i s  " too  hot , "  the  second  i s  " too

cold , "  and  the  th i rd  i s  " just  r ight . "  This  pattern

cont inues  as  Goldi locks  makes  her  way

through  the  rest  of  the  house  and,  eventual ly

breaks  baby  bear 's  bed.

Upon  returning  home,  the  bears  immediate ly

not ice  that  someone  had  been  eat ing  thei r

porr idge,  s i t t ing  in  the  chai rs ,  and  s leeping  in

thei r  beds.  Goldi locks  wakes  up,  f inds  hersel f

surrounded  by  bears ,  and  f lees  the  scene.  
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SOC IO -ECONOM IC  LENS

I f  you  want  to  use  the  socio -economic  lens  to

read  a  text ,  you  need  to  be  prepared  to  th ink

about  how  socia l  class  and  economic  systems

play  out  with  regards  to  a  part icular  topic .  

what about goldilocks?

I f  you ' re  reading  G o l d i l o c k s  through  a  socio -

economic  lens ,  you  would  star t  by  asking  i f

Goldi locks  was  tak ing  f rom  the  Bears  because

she  fe l t  ent i t led  or  because  she  didn ' t  have

resources  of  our  own.  This  centra l  quest ion

about  Goldi locks '  motives  al lows  us  to  th ink

through  the  nature  of  the  in teract ion  between

the  gir l  and  the  bears  had  she  stayed  rather  than

run  away.  By  leav ing  the  Bears '  react ions  as  a  

 mystery ,  we  wil l  never  know  the  degree  to

which,  as  a  comfortable  middle  class  fami ly ,  the

bears  fe l t  a  socia l  responsib i l i ty  to  provide  for

Goldi locks .  By  leav ing  th is  as  l inger ing  quest ion,

the  reader  of  the  story  i s  le f t  to  to  judge

Goldi locks  based  on  thei r  own  economic

ideologies .  



H I STOR ICAL  LENS

I f  you  want  to  use  a  histor ica l  lens  to  read  a

text ,  you  want  to  be  prepared  to  th ink  about

how  i t  represents  a  part icular  moment  in  t ime

and /or  the  concerns  of  a  part icular  generat ion.  

what about goldilocks?

Some  sources  date  the  f i rs t  publ icat ion  of

Goldi locks  at  around  1837.  A  quick  Google

search  on  the  year  1837  indicates  that  the  world

was  in  a  great  economic  panic .  Should  we

choose  to  read  the  story  through  the  Bears

point -of -view,  we  see  a  fami ly  fo l lowing  the  ru les

of  the  socia l  contract ,  eat ing  porr idge,  s i t t ing  in

chai rs ,  and  s leeping  in  beds,  having  thei r

belongs  devalued  through  the  in ter ference  of

Goldi locks  (symbol  of  banks  and  credi t )  in  thei r

home.  The  fact  that  Goldi locks  runs  away  before

they  have  thei r  say  speaks  to  the  power lessness

of  the  borrower  in  the  face  of  big  banks .  



what about goldilocks?

As  a  young  cub  growing  up  in  a  complex

wor ld ,  Baby  Bear  sees  his  fa ther  as  a  model  of   

mascul in i ty .  At  what  point  wil l  he  have  have

to  eat  porr idge  that  i s  too  hot ,  s i t  on  over ly

f i rm  chai rs ,  and  s leep  in  a  hard  bed?  Wil l  he

learn  to  associate  mascul in i ty  with  hardness

and  femini i ty  with  cool  sof tness?  Goldi locks

eats  his  " just  r ight "  food  and  breaks  his  " just

r ight "  bed,  thus  accelerat ing  his  journey  to

adul thood,  at  which  t ime  Baby  Bear  wil l  be

socia l ized  in to  part icular  ideals  of

mascul in i ty .  

GENDER

I f  you  want  to  read  a  text  through  the  lens  of

gender ,  you  need  to  th ink  about  howa  text

re lates  part icular  values  and  att i tudes  about

sex  and  gender .  



Named  af ter  her  golden  hai r ,  Goldi locks

embodies  white  pr iv i lege  as  she  helps  hersel f  to

the  bears '  home  and  resources .  That  she  escapes

unpunished,  leav ing  a  t ra i l  of  damaged  and

spent  resources  in  her  wake,  speaks  to  the

degree  to  which  our  society  holds  di f ferent  races

to  di f ferent  standards .  

RACE

I f  you  want  to  read  a  text  through  the  lens  of

race,  you  need  to  consider  what  race  re lated

att i tudes  are  represented  or   perpetuated  by

the  text .  

what about goldilocks?



I f  you  want  to  read  a  text  through  a

psychological  point -of -view,  you  must  be

prepared  to  consider  what  i t  reveals  about

patterns  of  human  behavior ,  as  idenf ied  by

popular  and  scholar ly  concept ions  of

psychology.

The  story 's  emphasis  on  " just  r ight "  i s  symbol ic

of  the  cul tura l  empahsis  we  place  on  perfect ion.

We  seen  Goldi locks  engage  in  a  compuls ive

quest  for  the  most  temperate  and  the  most

comfortable .  The  fact  that  she  damages

everyth ing  she  touches  symbol izes  the

unatta inabi l i ty  of  such  perfect ion.  When

Goldi locks '  fa i ls  to  achieve  perfect ion,  she  i s ,  in

her  mind,  attacked  by  a  group  of  vic ious  bears .

Her  subconcious  sees  imperfect ion  as  danger .  

what about goldilocks?

PSYCHOLOG ICAL  LENS



In  Buddhism,  the  "middle  way "  speaks  to  the

idea  of  a  pract ica l  l i fe  that  avoids  extremes  such

as  sel f -denia l  and  over - indulgence.  As  innocent

chi ldren,  Goldi locks  and  Baby  Bear ,  in  thei r

cul t ivat ion  of  " just  r ight "  are  able  to  walk  the

middle  path,  whi le  the  adul t  bears  are  lost  to

ext remism.  

SP I R I TUAL  LENS

I f  you  want  to  read  a  text  through  a  spi r i tual

lens ,  you  need  to  th ink  about  how  i t  might  be

understood  as  a  symbol  of  or  a  response  to

spi r i tual  concerns  and  fa i th  based  matters .

what about goldilocks?



To  use  the  sc ient i f ic  lens ,  you  discuss  how  a

part icular  sc ient i fc  concept  or  quest ion  i s

represented,  chal lenged,  or  i l luminated  by  a

part icular  text .  

what about goldilocks?

Goldi locks ,  the  human  being  in  the  story ,

represents  encroachment  on  the  bears '  habi tat

and  the  damage  to  thei r  ecosystem.  Not  only  are

the  resources  that  the  bears  need  to  surv ive

depleted  and  destroyed,  the  encounter  between

Goldi locks  and  the  bears  represents  the  dangers

both  species  pose  to  one  another .  

SC I ENT I F I C



Severa l  of  these  readings  of  Goldi locks  border

on  the  absurd,  but  they  do  demonstrate  how

this  kind  of  th inking  works .  When  br inging

these  lenses  to  bear  on  your  own  work,  you

wi l l  combine  the  text  you  are  studying  with

texts  that  represent  and  art iculate  concepts

re lated  to  the  lens  you  are  using.  

CONCLUS ION


