
 

 

American Literature PYQ 2020 

 

Q1. In The Glass Menagerie, Tennessee Williams presents a grim reality in contrast to the great 

American Dream. Do you agree? Give a reasoned answer. 

Ans. Yes, I agree that in "The Glass Menagerie," Tennessee Williams presents a grim reality that 

contrasts with the idealized concept of the American Dream. The play delves into the lives of the 

Wingfield family, particularly Amanda, Tom, and Laura, as they grapple with their aspirations, 

disappointments, and the harshness of their circumstances. 

1. Unrealistic Dreams vs. Reality: 

The characters in the play have dreams and desires that often clash with the harsh reality of their 

lives. Amanda, the mother, holds onto her memories of a glamorous youth and a more prosperous 

life, but her present circumstances are far from what she expected. Tom desires adventure and 

escape from his mundane life, yet he remains trapped in his responsibilities. Laura, who retreats into 

her glass menagerie, is unable to confront her social anxieties and finds solace in a fantasy world. 

These characters' struggles highlight the tension between their dreams and the reality they face. 

2. Economic Hardships: 

The portrayal of the Wingfield family's economic struggles serves as a stark contrast to the promise 

of the American Dream. The setting of the play, during the Great Depression, adds to the somber 

tone. Tom's job in a warehouse is unfulfilling and barely provides for the family. Their financial 

difficulties impact their living conditions and their ability to pursue their dreams. 

3. Amanda's Nostalgia: 

Amanda's persistent nostalgia for her past and her insistence on projecting a façade of refinement 

and gentility contribute to the play's contrast between aspiration and reality. She continually 

reminisces about her days as a Southern belle, creating an idealized vision of the past that is 

unattainable in their current circumstances. 

4. Laura's Isolation: 

Laura's inability to conform to societal norms and her struggles with social interactions further 

emphasize the contrast between her inner world and the outside reality. Her glass menagerie, a 

symbol of her fragile dreams and unique nature, isolates her from the world and reflects the gap 

between her desires and the challenges she faces. 

5. Tom's Yearning for Escape: 

Tom's desire to escape from his stifling life is a direct response to the contrast between his reality 

and his aspirations. He seeks adventure and freedom but is burdened by the responsibilities he has 

towards his family, further underscoring the tension between his dreams and his obligations. 

In conclusion, "The Glass Menagerie" vividly illustrates the disconnect between the American 

Dream's promises of success, happiness, and fulfillment and the grim reality faced by the Wingfield 

family. Through the characters' struggles, economic hardships, and unrealized aspirations, Tennessee 

Williams presents a poignant portrayal of the tension between dreams and the often harsh 



 

 

circumstances of life. This exploration of disillusionment and the conflict between aspiration and 

reality remains a central theme of the play. 

 

 

Q2. Toni Morrison’s Beloved is dedicated to “sixty million and more” slaves in America. Elucidate 

the role and importance of memory in reclaiming the stories of “the unspeakable things, 

unspoken”. 

Ans. Toni Morrison's novel "Beloved" delves into the harrowing legacy of slavery and its lasting 

impact on the lives of African Americans. The dedication of the novel to "sixty million and more" 

slaves speaks to the vast number of individuals whose stories and experiences were silenced by the 

brutality of slavery. The role and importance of memory in reclaiming these stories and addressing 

the "unspeakable things, unspoken" are central themes in the novel. 

1. Role of Memory: 

Memory serves as a powerful tool for preserving and understanding history. In "Beloved," memory is 

not only personal but also collective—it carries the weight of a community's history and trauma. The 

characters' memories of slavery are often painful and traumatic, but they are essential for 

acknowledging the past and its impact on the present. 

2. Healing and Catharsis: 

Memory plays a crucial role in the characters' healing process. The act of remembering and sharing 

their experiences provides a cathartic release. Sethe, the protagonist, is haunted by the memory of 

her past as a slave and the traumatic event of killing her own child to save her from a life of slavery. 

Confronting these memories allows her to come to terms with her actions and find a form of closure. 

3. Reclaiming Identity: 

Memory is instrumental in reclaiming personal and cultural identities that were stripped away during 

slavery. The characters, especially Sethe and Paul D, seek to regain their sense of self by 

remembering their pasts. Beloved's arrival disrupts their efforts to suppress painful memories, 

forcing them to confront and process their histories. 

4. Bearing Witness: 

Memory serves as a means of bearing witness to the atrocities of slavery. The stories of "the 

unspeakable things, unspoken" need to be remembered and acknowledged in order to honor the 

suffering of those who endured them. By remembering and sharing their stories, the characters in 

the novel give voice to the silenced and validate their experiences. 

5. Breaking the Cycle: 

Memory also plays a role in breaking the cycle of trauma. The characters, especially Sethe, want to 

ensure that their children are not burdened by the same painful memories they carry. By confronting 

the past, they aim to create a better future for the next generation. 

6. Community and Connection: 



 

 

Memory is a communal experience in "Beloved." The characters' collective memories bind them 

together as a community that shares a history of suffering. The act of sharing stories fosters 

connection and solidarity among the characters. 

In conclusion, memory in "Beloved" serves as a means of acknowledging the horrors of slavery, 

healing from its wounds, and reclaiming personal and communal identities. Through memory, the 

characters confront the painful past and work toward understanding, healing, and reconciliation. By 

dedicating the novel to "sixty million and more," Toni Morrison underscores the importance of 

memory in preserving the stories of those who suffered and in ensuring that the "unspeakable 

things, unspoken" are finally spoken and heard. 

 

 

Q3. Discuss Alan Ginsberg’s poem “A Supermarket in California” as a critique of the consumer 

culture in America. Why does he invoke the poets Walt Whitman and Lorca in the poem? 

Ans. "A Supermarket in California" by Allen Ginsberg is a poem that serves as a critique of consumer 

culture in America, exploring themes of disillusionment, alienation, and the loss of genuine human 

connection in a society dominated by mass consumption. The poem is a blend of personal reflection, 

social commentary, and homage to other poets. The invocation of Walt Whitman and Federico 

García Lorca in the poem holds significant symbolic and thematic importance. 

Critique of Consumer Culture: 

The poem juxtaposes the poet's journey to a supermarket with his encounters with significant 

historical and literary figures—Walt Whitman and Federico García Lorca. The supermarket serves as a 

metaphor for the commercialization and homogenization of American society. The presence of 

consumer goods, neon lights, and automated voices symbolizes the artificiality and superficiality of 

the consumer culture. The poet's feelings of emptiness, loneliness, and spiritual alienation reflect the 

hollowness of material pursuits and the absence of genuine human connections. 

Invoking Walt Whitman: 

Walt Whitman, an influential American poet known for his celebration of the individual, the natural 

world, and the democratic spirit, is invoked in the poem as a representation of an earlier, more 

authentic American ideal. Ginsberg views Whitman as a visionary who celebrated the diversity and 

vitality of the human experience. By invoking Whitman, Ginsberg is contrasting the genuine, 

passionate exploration of life and identity in Whitman's poetry with the artificiality and emptiness of 

the consumer-driven society portrayed in the supermarket. 

Invoking Federico García Lorca: 

Federico García Lorca, a Spanish poet and playwright, represents a different cultural and artistic 

perspective. He is associated with the passionate and sometimes tragic aspects of human emotion 

and experience. Lorca's work often explores themes of love, death, and the complex interplay of 

human relationships. By invoking Lorca, Ginsberg is drawing attention to the contrast between the 

depth of emotion and connection in Lorca's poetry and the superficiality and lack of human 

connection in the supermarket. 

Overall Significance: 



 

 

The invocations of Whitman and Lorca serve as a way for Ginsberg to connect with poets from 

different cultures and time periods who shared a concern for genuine human experience and 

authenticity. These invocations provide a backdrop against which Ginsberg's critique of consumer 

culture becomes more powerful. They emphasize the contrast between the artistic and emotional 

richness of these poets' work and the shallowness of contemporary consumerism. 

In conclusion, "A Supermarket in California" critiques consumer culture by portraying the 

superficiality, emptiness, and alienation prevalent in American society. The invocations of Walt 

Whitman and Federico García Lorca add depth to the poem, highlighting the contrast between the 

authenticity and emotional depth of their work and the materialistic and disconnected nature of the 

consumer culture depicted in the poem. 

 

 

Q4. Explore how the theme of gender stereotypes and racial prejudices is explored in different 

ways with reference to any two poems in your course. 

Ans. Let's examine Langston Hughes' "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" and Sylvia Plath's "Daddy." 

1. "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" by Langston Hughes: 

In Langston Hughes' poem, "The Negro Speaks of Rivers," the theme of racial pride and identity is 

explored through the lens of history, culture, and resilience. While not directly addressing gender 

stereotypes, the poem carries a powerful message of racial strength and the connection between 

history and identity. By tracing the history of rivers and connecting them to the history of African 

Americans, the poem challenges racial prejudices that have been perpetuated throughout history. 

Hughes emphasizes the deep roots of African Americans in the world's civilizations, suggesting that 

they have played a significant role in shaping human history. The poem portrays a sense of pride, 

dignity, and resilience that transcends racial stereotypes, highlighting the richness and complexity of 

African American identity. 

2. "Daddy" by Sylvia Plath: 

Sylvia Plath's poem "Daddy" explores the theme of gender stereotypes, particularly through the lens 

of the speaker's relationship with her father. The poem delves into the complexities of the speaker's 

emotions and her struggle to break free from the influence of her domineering father. The poem 

examines the ways in which gender roles and expectations can be deeply ingrained and damaging, 

leading to feelings of entrapment and helplessness. The speaker's portrayal of her father as a larger-

than-life figure, combined with references to the Holocaust, symbolizes the overwhelming power of 

patriarchal authority and the ways it can be oppressive. The poem illustrates the destructive impact 

of rigid gender roles and the quest for liberation from their constraints. 

Comparative Analysis: 

While both poems explore themes related to social identity, they do so in different ways. Hughes' 

poem focuses on racial identity and historical pride, emphasizing the strength and resilience of 

African Americans in the face of racial prejudices. Plath's poem, on the other hand, delves into the 

psychological impact of gender roles and paternal authority on the speaker's psyche, illustrating the 

damaging effects of conforming to such stereotypes. 

 



 

 

In "The Negro Speaks of Rivers," the emphasis is on the collective history and cultural identity of 

African Americans, highlighting the richness of their heritage and challenging racial prejudices. In 

"Daddy," the focus is on the individual's struggle against gender stereotypes and patriarchal 

authority, revealing the emotional toll of such expectations. 

In conclusion, both Langston Hughes' "The Negro Speaks of Rivers" and Sylvia Plath's "Daddy" 

explore themes related to identity, societal expectations, and the impact of historical legacies. While 

Hughes emphasizes pride and cultural heritage, Plath delves into the psychological toll of gender 

stereotypes and paternal control. Through their distinct approaches, these poems shed light on the 

complexities of these themes and their effects on individual and collective experiences. 

 

 

Q5. Adrienne Rich argues for fear-less writing, one that brings out one’s true experiences and 

identity. In the light of Rich’s essay “When We Dead Awaken”, examine Joy Harjo’s poems as one 

that registers fearlessness in writing as a Native American woman. 

Ans. Adrienne Rich's call for fear-less writing, one that embraces one's true experiences and identity, 

resonates strongly with Joy Harjo's poetry. Joy Harjo, a Native American woman poet, weaves her 

cultural heritage, personal experiences, and fearless voice into her poems. "When We Dead Awaken" 

by Rich encourages women to break free from patriarchal constraints and societal expectations to 

write with authenticity. Examining Harjo's poetry in the context of Rich's essay reveals how Harjo's 

work embodies fearlessness in writing as a Native American woman. 

1. Embracing Identity and Heritage: 

In "When We Dead Awaken," Rich emphasizes the importance of understanding one's past and 

history to inform authentic writing. Joy Harjo's poems echo this sentiment as she unapologetically 

embraces her Native American heritage and identity. Her poems reflect her deep connection to her 

Creek Nation roots and the struggles faced by Native American communities. By drawing on her 

cultural heritage, Harjo's writing becomes a powerful tool to challenge stereotypes and 

misconceptions, reclaiming her identity and experiences. 

2. Speaking Truth to Power: 

Rich encourages women to write their truths, regardless of societal pressures. Harjo's poems 

exemplify this approach as she fearlessly addresses pressing issues faced by Native American 

communities. Her poem "An American Sunrise" speaks directly to the history of colonization and 

displacement. By addressing the painful history and its contemporary implications, Harjo engages in 

fearless storytelling that demands acknowledgment and change. 

3. Amplifying Marginalized Voices: 

Rich advocates for amplifying voices that have been silenced or marginalized. Similarly, Harjo's 

poems shed light on the experiences of Native American women and their communities, which have 

often been ignored or misrepresented. She gives voice to the struggles, resilience, and beauty of her 

people, challenging mainstream narratives and filling a gap in representation. 

4. Personal and Collective Transformation: 

In "When We Dead Awaken," Rich discusses the transformational power of fear-less writing. Harjo's 

poems enact this transformation on a personal and collective level. By sharing her personal 



 

 

experiences and weaving them into the fabric of larger social issues, she invites readers to engage 

with her poetry on both an emotional and intellectual level, fostering understanding and change. 

5. Reclaiming Narratives: 

Rich emphasizes the importance of women reclaiming their narratives from patriarchal control. 

Harjo's poems empower Native American women by giving them agency over their stories. Through 

her writing, she challenges dominant narratives and reclaims the narrative space for her community. 

In conclusion, Joy Harjo's poems align with Adrienne Rich's call for fear-less writing by embodying 

authenticity, courage, and cultural pride. Harjo's poetry serves as a testament to the power of writing 

as a form of resistance, reclamation, and transformation. She fearlessly confronts challenging topics, 

amplifies marginalized voices, and reclaims narratives that have been historically suppressed. 

Through her work, Harjo embodies the spirit of Rich's call for women to write fearlessly and 

authentically, making her an inspiring example of a Native American woman who uses her voice to 

bring about change and awareness. 

 

 

Q6. With reference to any one short story, discuss how they are representative of the indigenous 

beliefs and mores of Native American culture and whether these are narratives of hope. 

Ans. One short story that exemplifies the indigenous beliefs and mores of Native American culture 

and carries narratives of hope is "The Earth on Turtle's Back." This traditional creation story belongs 

to the Onondaga people, a Native American tribe from the northeastern United States. The story 

reflects the tribe's cultural values, spiritual beliefs, and their understanding of the 

interconnectedness of all life. 

Indigenous Beliefs and Mores: 

"The Earth on Turtle's Back" portrays the Onondaga people's deep connection to nature, their 

reverence for animals, and their understanding of balance in the world. The story begins with a 

pregnant woman falling from the sky onto the back of a great turtle, which then becomes the Earth. 

This narrative symbolizes the creation of the world and the interdependence of all living beings. 

Animals, such as the muskrat and the duck, play vital roles in bringing up the Earth from the water, 

emphasizing the significance of animals in Native American cosmology. 

The story also reflects the importance of gratitude, cooperation, and respect for the Earth's 

resources. The Onondaga people's beliefs in reciprocity and sustainability are mirrored in the 

narrative as characters acknowledge the contributions of animals and plants to human survival. 

Narratives of Hope: 

"The Earth on Turtle's Back" carries narratives of hope through its themes of resilience, adaptation, 

and cooperation. The story demonstrates how life can emerge and thrive even in challenging 

circumstances. Despite the initial chaos and lack of land, the characters in the story work together to 

create a habitable world. This showcases the Native American perspective of living in harmony with 

nature, relying on collective effort and understanding to overcome challenges. 

The narrative also conveys a sense of hope through the idea of rebirth and renewal. The story 

portrays the cycle of life and death, suggesting that life is eternal and interconnected. This cyclical 



 

 

view of existence provides a sense of comfort and continuity, offering hope that even in times of 

adversity, life endures. 

Furthermore, the story's emphasis on gratitude and respect for all beings promotes an attitude of 

harmony and unity, fostering a sense of hope for a better world where humans coexist peacefully 

with nature. 

In conclusion, "The Earth on Turtle's Back" is representative of the indigenous beliefs and mores of 

Native American culture, emphasizing the interconnectedness of all life, respect for nature, and 

cooperation among beings. Through its themes of resilience, cooperation, and renewal, the story 

carries narratives of hope, highlighting the enduring spirit of the Onondaga people and their deep-

rooted connection to the natural world. 


