
 

 

American Literature PYQ 2021 

 

Q1. Examine and discuss the idea of the collapse of the American dream in Tennessee Williams’s 

The Glass Menagerie? 

Ans. In Tennessee Williams's play "The Glass Menagerie," the collapse of the American Dream is a 

central theme that is intricately woven into the lives and aspirations of the Wingfield family. The play 

depicts the struggles of a lower-middle-class family living in St. Louis during the 1930s, as they 

grapple with the harsh realities of life and the unattainability of their dreams. Here's an examination 

and discussion of how the collapse of the American Dream is portrayed in the play: 

Tom's Frustration and Escape: Tom, the protagonist and narrator, is trapped in a mundane and 

unfulfilling job at a shoe warehouse. He yearns for adventure, artistic expression, and a life beyond 

his immediate circumstances. Tom's desire to escape his responsibilities and find excitement echoes 

the classic American Dream of personal freedom and self-discovery. However, his dream collides with 

the harsh reality of supporting his family and the weight of his obligations. This collision leads to his 

eventual departure, representing the disillusionment and collapse of his own American Dream. 

Laura's Shattered Aspirations: Laura, Tom's sister, represents another facet of the American Dream's 

collapse. She is physically and emotionally fragile, retreating into a world of her own through her 

collection of glass figurines. Laura's fragility is a result of being unable to meet societal standards of 

beauty and social interaction. Her unfulfilled dream of finding acceptance and happiness through 

marriage is shattered, contributing to her sense of isolation and vulnerability. 

Amanda's Unrealistic Expectations: Amanda, the mother, clings to her memories of a more 

glamorous and promising past. She reminisces about her days as a Southern belle and sets high 

expectations for her children, particularly Laura. Amanda's nostalgia-driven expectations for her 

children's success and happiness reflect the societal pressure to achieve the American Dream of 

prosperity and social status. However, her inability to see the realities of their situations leads to 

further disappointment and tension within the family. 

Symbolism of the Glass Menagerie: The glass menagerie itself serves as a metaphor for the fragility 

of dreams. The delicate glass figurines that Laura cherishes represent her own delicate aspirations 

and the impermanence of dreams that can easily shatter when faced with reality. The fragility of the 

glass also mirrors the fragility of the American Dream, suggesting that the dream is not sustainable in 

the face of economic hardship and societal pressures. 

Narrative Tone and Irony: Tom's narrative tone, marked by hindsight and disillusionment, 

underscores the collapse of the American Dream. His eventual departure and the disintegration of 

his family reflect the harsh reality that even with ambition and determination, the American Dream 

may remain unattainable for those caught in the cycle of economic instability. 

In conclusion, "The Glass Menagerie" by Tennessee Williams explores the collapse of the American 

Dream through the struggles and aspirations of the Wingfield family. Each character's dreams are 

shattered or unattainable due to economic hardships, societal pressures, and personal limitations. 

The play serves as a poignant critique of the myth of the American Dream, highlighting the 

dissonance between aspirations and reality in a time of economic uncertainty and social change. 

 



 

 

 

Q2. “This is not a story to pass on”. Discuss the relationship between individual and community, 

and remembering and forgetting with reference to the conclusion of the novel Beloved. 

Ans. The line "This is not a story to pass on" from Toni Morrison's novel "Beloved" encapsulates the 

complex relationship between the individual and the community, as well as the themes of 

remembering and forgetting. The conclusion of the novel offers a profound exploration of these 

concepts. "Beloved" examines the legacy of slavery and its impact on both personal and collective 

histories. Let's delve into the significance of this line and its implications for the novel's themes: 

Individual and Community: 

In "Beloved," the characters' experiences of slavery and trauma are deeply personal, yet they are 

also interconnected by their shared history. The line "This is not a story to pass on" reflects the idea 

that some experiences are too painful to be easily shared or transmitted within the community. The 

atrocities of slavery and the horrors of the past create a profound sense of isolation and personal 

suffering among the characters. 

However, this isolation is juxtaposed with the novel's exploration of communal healing. Sethe's act 

of killing her own child to spare her from a life of slavery is an act of both love and desperation. It's a 

deeply individual act with immense personal repercussions. Yet, Sethe's story becomes a part of the 

community's history and collective memory. The community's reaction to Sethe's act demonstrates 

the tension between the personal and the communal, as they grapple with understanding and 

coming to terms with such a traumatic event. 

Remembering and Forgetting: 

The line "This is not a story to pass on" also speaks to the themes of remembering and forgetting. 

Throughout the novel, remembering the past is depicted as both cathartic and agonizing. The 

characters are haunted by memories of slavery, and these memories have a visceral impact on their 

lives. The act of remembering is a way to confront the past and process the trauma, but it also brings 

pain and suffering. 

On the other hand, the concept of forgetting is explored as a means of survival and self-preservation. 

Characters like Sethe and Paul D attempt to forget certain traumatic memories in order to move 

forward with their lives. However, forgetting also risks erasing the historical and personal significance 

of these experiences. 

The line suggests that some stories may be too painful to remember, but it also implies the danger 

of forgetting. The act of passing on stories becomes a way to acknowledge and bear witness to the 

pain and suffering that have shaped the characters' lives. 

In conclusion, the line "This is not a story to pass on" highlights the intricate relationship between 

the individual and the community, and the themes of remembering and forgetting in "Beloved." The 

characters' personal experiences of trauma and suffering are deeply connected to the collective 

history of slavery, and the tension between personal pain and communal healing is a central theme. 

The act of sharing stories serves as a complex way to navigate the intertwining forces of memory and 

communal understanding. 

 

 



 

 

Q3. In ‘A Supermarket in California’ Allen Ginsberg examines the idea of isolation and futility of 

materialism in modern America. Comment 

Ans. In "A Supermarket in California," Allen Ginsberg, a prominent figure of the Beat Generation, 

indeed examines the idea of isolation and the futility of materialism in modern America. The poem is 

a lament for the loss of genuine human connection and the sense of disillusionment with the 

consumer-driven society of the time. Ginsberg's exploration of these themes can be seen through his 

vivid imagery and introspective tone. Here's a closer look at how the poem addresses these 

concepts: 

Isolation: 

The poem begins with the speaker wandering through a supermarket, where he envisions meeting 

two of his literary idols, Walt Whitman and Federico García Lorca. This meeting, however, is an 

imagined encounter, highlighting the speaker's sense of isolation and disconnection from the past. 

The poem juxtaposes the present-day reality of the supermarket with the literary and artistic ideals 

of the past. This contrast underscores the feeling of alienation from the creative and intellectual 

figures that the speaker admires. 

The portrayal of the speaker's wandering through the supermarket, "dreaming of the lost America of 

love," speaks to a broader cultural and emotional disconnect. The emphasis on the word "lost" 

suggests a yearning for a sense of belonging and connection that has been eroded by the 

materialistic and consumer-driven society. 

Futility of Materialism: 

Ginsberg critiques the shallow materialism and conformity of modern America through his depiction 

of the supermarket. He describes the rows of products with "neon fruit, supernatural bread," 

conveying a sense of artificiality and emptiness. The allusion to "neon fruit" suggests a distorted and 

synthetic version of nature, highlighting the hollowness of consumer culture. 

The idea of shopping for material goods, while surrounded by the works of two great poets, 

symbolizes the triviality of consumerism in comparison to the depth of artistic and intellectual 

pursuits. The poem's questioning tone—"What thoughts I have of you tonight, Walt Whitman?"—

reflects the speaker's struggle to reconcile the mundane reality of the supermarket with the ideals 

represented by Whitman's poetry. 

Overall Reflection: 

"A Supermarket in California" serves as a meditation on the dichotomy between the ideals of the 

past and the emptiness of contemporary consumer culture. Ginsberg's vivid imagery and reflective 

tone emphasize the sense of isolation and alienation in the modern world, as well as the futility of 

pursuing material possessions over deeper human connections and intellectual pursuits. The poem 

ultimately invites readers to contemplate the dissonance between societal values and individual 

yearnings for authenticity and meaning. 

 

 

Q4. Enumerate on the significance of spaces in Silko's story “The man to send Rain Clouds”. 

Ans. In Leslie Marmon Silko's short story "The Man to Send Rain Clouds," the depiction of various 

spaces holds significant symbolic and cultural meanings. The story revolves around Native American 



 

 

traditions, rituals, and their connections to the land and spirituality. The significance of different 

spaces in the story plays a vital role in conveying themes of cultural identity, spirituality, and the 

intersection between traditional and contemporary values. Here are some key spaces and their 

significance: 

The Village and Cemetery: 

The pueblo village and its cemetery are central to the story's setting. The pueblo represents the 

community's cultural heritage and collective identity. It is a space that is deeply rooted in tradition 

and spirituality, a place where customs and rituals are upheld. The cemetery, in particular, holds the 

ancestors and their spirits, making it a sacred and revered space. The significance of this space is 

highlighted by the villagers' decision to bring Teofilo's body back to the village for a proper burial, 

emphasizing the importance of honoring tradition and maintaining a connection to their cultural 

past. 

The Ranch and Contemporary Culture: 

The ranch represents a departure from the traditional ways of the pueblo. It embodies contemporary 

culture, which is characterized by pragmatism, modernization, and individualism. The ranch, owned 

by Anglo-Americans, contrasts with the pueblo's cultural values and practices. The cowboys' 

interactions with Teofilo's body and their lack of understanding about the cultural significance of the 

rituals underscore the divide between the traditional pueblo culture and the modern, non-

indigenous world. 

The Desert and Natural World: 

The desert is a symbolic landscape that holds spiritual and elemental significance in the story. It 

represents the vastness of the natural world and the connection between human beings and the 

environment. The rain clouds are a natural manifestation of this connection, as rain is essential for 

sustaining life in the arid desert landscape. The significance of the desert as a space is reinforced by 

the villagers' belief that Teofilo's spirit will bring rain to the land, showcasing the interconnectedness 

of the human, spiritual, and natural realms. 

The Religious Space and Cultural Hybridity: 

The priest's presence in the story introduces a religious space that intersects with the pueblo's 

traditional beliefs. The priest's acceptance of the Native American rituals and his blessing of the body 

show a blending of Catholic and indigenous practices. This cultural hybridity reflects the complexities 

of preserving cultural identity while embracing aspects of the contemporary world. The church 

becomes a space where the two cultural streams intersect, highlighting the evolution of Native 

American practices in the face of changing circumstances. 

In "The Man to Send Rain Clouds," the significance of these spaces serves to convey the tensions 

between tradition and modernity, the spiritual and the practical, and the communal and the 

individual. Silko's portrayal of these spaces underscores the importance of cultural heritage, 

spirituality, and the interconnectedness of human life with the natural world. 

 

 

Q5. Discuss any one text in your course that highlights racism and marginalization in America. 



 

 

Ans. One text that prominently highlights racism and marginalization in America is "To Kill a 

Mockingbird" by Harper Lee. This classic novel addresses issues of racial injustice and social 

inequality in the American South during the 1930s. The story is told through the perspective of Scout 

Finch, a young girl growing up in the racially divided town of Maycomb, Alabama. The novel 

effectively explores the themes of racism, prejudice, and the unjust treatment of marginalized 

communities. 

Racism and Marginalization: 

The central plot of "To Kill a Mockingbird" revolves around the trial of Tom Robinson, a black man 

accused of raping a white woman, Mayella Ewell. The trial serves as a stark portrayal of the deeply 

ingrained racism and prejudice that existed in the Southern United States. Despite clear evidence of 

Tom's innocence, the white jury convicts him solely based on his race. The trial showcases how the 

justice system was corrupted by racial bias and how marginalized communities, like the African 

American population, were systematically oppressed and denied basic rights. 

The Finch family's relationship with Calpurnia, their black housekeeper, also highlights the 

complexities of racial dynamics. While Calpurnia is considered a member of the Finch household, 

there are still evident social and racial divisions that impact their interactions. 

Marginalization of Boo Radley: 

Beyond racial discrimination, "To Kill a Mockingbird" also addresses other forms of marginalization. 

Boo Radley, a recluse neighbor, becomes a symbol of societal ostracization. Boo is isolated and 

shunned by the community due to rumors and misconceptions about his past. The town's gossip and 

stereotypes paint Boo as a dangerous figure, demonstrating how prejudice can lead to the 

marginalization of those who don't conform to societal norms. 

Social Hierarchy and Class Divisions: 

The novel also portrays class divisions and social hierarchies that contribute to marginalization. The 

Finch family, although respected in the town, falls within a higher social class than the Ewells. The 

Ewell family is perceived as "white trash" and faces severe poverty and neglect. The town's class-

based prejudices contribute to the marginalization of the Ewells, who are seen as unworthy of 

sympathy or assistance. 

Consequences of Marginalization: 

The consequences of racism and marginalization are tragically depicted when Tom Robinson is 

wrongfully convicted and later killed while attempting to escape. Similarly, the novel's resolution 

reveals the harrowing effects of marginalization on Boo Radley. By the end, the truth about Boo is 

revealed, showing how societal prejudices and misconceptions caused him years of unnecessary 

isolation and suffering. 

In conclusion, "To Kill a Mockingbird" by Harper Lee is a powerful exploration of racism and 

marginalization in America. Through its characters and events, the novel vividly portrays the deep-

seated racial prejudices, social hierarchies, and class divisions that contributed to the systemic 

oppression of marginalized communities. The story serves as a stark reminder of the injustices faced 

by those who were marginalized due to their race, social status, or deviation from societal norms. 

 

 



 

 

Q6. Critically discuss the idea of individualism as propounded by Emerson in his essay “Self-

Reliance”. 

Ans. Ralph Waldo Emerson's essay "Self-Reliance" is a foundational text of American 

transcendentalism and a prominent work on the concept of individualism. In this essay, Emerson 

champions the idea of self-reliance, encouraging readers to trust their inner selves, embrace 

nonconformity, and reject societal pressures. While Emerson's perspective on individualism is 

celebrated for promoting personal growth and authenticity, it also presents challenges and potential 

drawbacks. Let's critically discuss the idea of individualism as propounded by Emerson in "Self-

Reliance": 

Positive Aspects: 

Authenticity: Emerson advocates for authenticity and the cultivation of one's unique voice. He 

argues that individuals should trust their intuition and inner convictions rather than conforming to 

external expectations. This encourages people to embrace their true selves and live in harmony with 

their values and beliefs. 

Nonconformity: Emerson celebrates the rejection of conformity and societal norms. He believes that 

true individualism comes from daring to be different, rather than succumbing to the pressures of 

society. This notion encourages individuals to think independently and challenge the status quo. 

Self-Trust: Emerson places great emphasis on self-trust and self-confidence. He believes that 

individuals have an innate wisdom within them that should guide their decisions. Relying on oneself 

fosters self-assuredness and resilience. 

Potential for Innovation: According to Emerson, embracing individualism encourages innovation and 

progress. People who follow their unique paths are more likely to introduce novel ideas and 

contribute to the betterment of society. 

Challenges and Critiques: 

Ignores Interdependence: Critics argue that Emerson's emphasis on self-reliance overlooks the 

interdependent nature of human society. In reality, individuals are interconnected, and relying solely 

on oneself might undermine the importance of cooperation and community. 

Privileges the Privileged: Emerson's call for self-reliance might be more applicable to those in 

privileged positions who have access to resources and opportunities. People facing systemic barriers 

might find it more challenging to achieve self-reliance in the same way. 

Potential for Isolation: Overemphasizing individualism could lead to isolation and a lack of empathy 

for others. The value of community and shared experiences might be marginalized in the pursuit of 

personal success and growth. 

Detachment from Collective Responsibility: Emerson's focus on individual growth might divert 

attention from collective responsibilities, such as social justice and addressing systemic issues. A 

hyper-focus on personal development might hinder efforts to create a more equitable society. 

Disregards the Role of External Factors: Emerson's essay tends to downplay the role of external 

factors in shaping an individual's circumstances. Economic, social, and historical contexts play a 

significant role in shaping one's opportunities and choices. 

In conclusion, Emerson's essay "Self-Reliance" promotes the idea of individualism as a path to 

authenticity, nonconformity, and personal growth. While this perspective has its merits in fostering 



 

 

self-confidence and innovation, it also raises concerns about potential isolation, the disregard of 

collective responsibilities, and the privileging of certain individuals over others. Balancing 

individualism with a recognition of interdependence and collective well-being is essential for a 

holistic understanding of personal development and societal progress. 

 

 


