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DSC 13 History of English Literature-III

 

Unit -1  

1. Hamlet by William Shakespeare 

Analysis: 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet is not only a revenge tragedy but also a profound philosophical 

exploration of human nature, mortality, and the complexities of action. Prince Hamlet, the 

protagonist, is a scholar, a thinker, and a man deeply affected by grief and betrayal. His father’s 

murder by Claudius, who then marries Hamlet’s mother, sets the stage for a psychological drama 

that transcends the conventions of Elizabethan revenge plays. 

Hamlet’s internal conflict is central to the play. He is torn between the moral imperative to 

avenge his father and his own ethical hesitation. His soliloquies—especially “O, what a rogue 

and peasant slave am I!” and “To be or not to be”—reveal his introspective nature and 

philosophical depth. These speeches explore themes of existence, death, and the fear of the 

unknown, making Hamlet one of the most psychologically complex characters in literature. 

The play also examines corruption and decay, both literal and metaphorical. The imagery of 

disease and rot—“Something is rotten in the state of Denmark”—reflects the moral 

disintegration of the court. Hamlet’s feigned madness, Ophelia’s descent into real madness, and 

the play’s tragic ending underscore the destructive consequences of betrayal and revenge. 

Shakespeare uses contrasting characters like Laertes and Fortinbras to highlight Hamlet’s 

uniqueness. While Laertes seeks swift revenge and Fortinbras pursues honor through war, 

Hamlet’s delay and introspection make him a tragic figure caught between thought and action. 

In essence, Hamlet is a timeless exploration of the human psyche, the burden of conscience, and 

the tragic cost of vengeance. 
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Unit -2  

2. The Way of the World by William Congreve 

Analysis: 

William Congreve’s The Way of the World is a Restoration comedy that brilliantly satirizes the 

manners, morals, and marriage customs of 18th-century English aristocracy. The play is 

renowned for its sparkling dialogue, intricate plot, and sharp social commentary. 

At the heart of the play is the relationship between Mirabell and Millamant. Their witty banter 

and negotiation of marriage terms reflect a progressive view of relationships. Millamant’s 

insistence on maintaining her independence within marriage challenges the patriarchal norms of 

the time. Congreve uses their courtship to critique the transactional nature of marriage, where 

love is often secondary to wealth and status. 

Lady Wishfort, a comic figure obsessed with youth and romance, represents the vanity and 

desperation of aging aristocrats. Her gullibility and exaggerated behavior provide much of the 

play’s humor while also highlighting the superficiality of social appearances. 

The subplot involving Fainall and Mrs. Marwood adds a darker tone, exposing deceit and 

manipulation within supposedly respectable circles. Their schemes to control Lady Wishfort’s 

fortune reveal the greed and moral decay beneath the surface of polite society. 

Congreve’s use of wit is not merely decorative—it’s a tool of revelation and resistance. 

Characters use language to assert power, conceal motives, and navigate social traps. The play’s 

title itself suggests that the world operates through deception, performance, and self-interest. 

Ultimately, The Way of the World is a sophisticated critique of Restoration society, advocating 

for sincerity, equality, and emotional intelligence in human relationships. 
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Unit -3  

3. The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde 

Analysis: 

Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest is a dazzling comedy of manners that satirizes 

Victorian ideals of identity, morality, and social status. Wilde’s genius lies in his ability to use 

humor and irony to expose the absurdities of a rigid and hypocritical society. 

The play revolves around mistaken identities and the use of fictitious personas—Jack’s “Ernest” 

and Algernon’s “Bunbury”—to escape social obligations. These deceptions are not condemned 

but celebrated, suggesting that Victorian norms are so restrictive that dishonesty becomes a form 

of liberation. 

Lady Bracknell is the embodiment of aristocratic snobbery. Her obsession with lineage, wealth, 

and propriety is both hilarious and disturbing. Her interrogation of Jack’s origins—“A 

handbag?”—is iconic, revealing the absurd criteria for social acceptance. 

Wilde’s use of epigrams and paradoxes is central to the play’s charm and critique. Lines like “In 

matters of grave importance, style, not sincerity, is the vital thing” mock the superficiality of 

Victorian values. Wilde turns moral seriousness into a joke, suggesting that society’s obsession 

with appearances is fundamentally flawed. 

Marriage, a key theme, is treated as a social performance rather than a romantic ideal. The 

characters’ pursuit of marriage is driven by status and convenience, not love. Wilde uses this to 

challenge the sanctity of Victorian institutions. 

In the end, Wilde’s play is a celebration of wit, individuality, and the freedom to defy 

convention. The Importance of Being Earnest remains a timeless critique of societal pretensions 

and a joyful affirmation of personal authenticity. 
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Unit -4 

4. The Apple Cart by George Bernard Shaw 

Analysis: 

George Bernard Shaw’s The Apple Cart is a bold political satire that explores the tensions 

between monarchy, democracy, and capitalism. Written in the early 20th century, the play 

remains strikingly relevant in its critique of political systems and media influence. 

King Magnus, the central character, is a philosopher-king who challenges the authority of his 

elected ministers. He is portrayed as rational, articulate, and morally superior—a stark contrast to 

the self-serving politicians around him. Shaw uses Magnus to question whether democracy, as 

practiced, truly serves the people or merely empowers mediocrity and manipulation. 

The play’s central conflict arises when Magnus threatens to abdicate and run for office as a 

common citizen. This move exposes the fragility of democratic legitimacy and the fear 

politicians have of genuine leadership. Shaw does not advocate monarchy but uses it as a lens to 

critique the flaws of representative government. 

Capitalism is another major target. Mr. Proteus, a media mogul, represents the power of 

propaganda and the commodification of truth. His ability to shape public opinion and control 

political narratives reflects Shaw’s concern about the erosion of democracy by corporate 

interests. 

The play’s title—The Apple Cart—symbolizes the disruption of established systems. Shaw’s 

message is clear: political stability should not come at the cost of intellectual honesty and ethical 

leadership. He urges reform, transparency, and a reevaluation of societal values. 

In conclusion, The Apple Cart is a provocative and intellectually rich play that challenges 

audiences to think critically about power, governance, and the role of media in shaping public 

life. 
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1. Hamlet by William Shakespeare 

Question: 

Explore the theme of revenge in Hamlet. How does Shakespeare use the character of Prince 

Hamlet to examine the psychological, moral, and philosophical dimensions of vengeance? 

Answer: 

Revenge is the driving force behind the plot of Hamlet, but Shakespeare’s treatment of the theme 

is far more complex than a simple tale of retaliation. Through Prince Hamlet, Shakespeare delves 

into the psychological torment, moral ambiguity, and philosophical depth that accompany the 

pursuit of vengeance. 

The play begins with the ghost of King Hamlet revealing that he was murdered by his brother 

Claudius, who now sits on the throne. This revelation sets Hamlet on a path of revenge, but 

unlike traditional revenge heroes, Hamlet does not act swiftly. Instead, he is plagued by doubt, 

introspection, and a deep sense of moral responsibility. His famous soliloquies—especially “To 

be or not to be”—reveal his inner turmoil and existential questioning. Hamlet wonders whether 

avenging his father is just, whether the ghost is trustworthy, and whether taking a life can ever be 

morally justified. 

Shakespeare contrasts Hamlet’s hesitancy with the impulsive actions of Laertes, who seeks 

immediate revenge for his own father’s death. Fortinbras, another foil, represents honor-driven 

vengeance through military conquest. These comparisons highlight Hamlet’s unique struggle: he 

is a thinker in a world that demands action. 

The theme of revenge is also tied to the broader decay of the Danish court. Hamlet’s delay leads 

to a cascade of deaths—Ophelia, Polonius, Gertrude, Laertes, and ultimately Hamlet himself. 

Shakespeare seems to suggest that revenge, while emotionally compelling, often leads to 

destruction and chaos when not tempered by reason and conscience. 

In conclusion, Hamlet transforms the revenge tragedy into a profound meditation on morality, 

identity, and the human condition. Through Hamlet’s journey, Shakespeare challenges the 

audience to consider the true cost of vengeance—not just in blood, but in soul. 
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2. The Way of the World by William Congreve 

Question: 

How does William Congreve use wit and satire in The Way of the World to critique the social 

norms, relationships, and moral values of Restoration society? 

Answer: 

The Way of the World is one of the finest examples of Restoration comedy, a genre known for its 

sharp wit, intricate plots, and satirical portrayal of aristocratic life. William Congreve uses these 

tools masterfully to expose the superficiality, hypocrisy, and moral ambiguity of his era. 

The play revolves around the romantic and financial negotiations between Mirabell and 

Millamant, whose witty exchanges form the heart of the drama. Their relationship is built on 

mutual respect and intellectual equality, contrasting with the transactional and manipulative 

relationships around them. Through their courtship, Congreve advocates for a more modern view 

of marriage—one based on love and compatibility rather than wealth and social advantage. 

Satire is directed at characters like Lady Wishfort, whose desperate attempts to appear youthful 

and desirable make her a comic figure. Her vanity and gullibility reflect the societal obsession 

with appearances. Fainall and Mrs. Marwood, on the other hand, embody deceit and selfishness, 

using marriage and inheritance as tools for personal gain. 

Congreve’s use of language is central to his critique. The play is filled with repartee, epigrams, 

and double entendres that reveal character motivations and social dynamics. Wit becomes a 

weapon—used to expose pretension, manipulate others, and assert dominance. In this way, the 

play mirrors the performative nature of Restoration society, where reputation often mattered 

more than virtue. 

Ultimately, The Way of the World is not just a comedy of manners but a sophisticated 

commentary on the values of its time. Congreve’s satire encourages audiences to question the 

integrity of social institutions and to seek authenticity in human relationships. 
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3. The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde 

Question: 

Analyze how Oscar Wilde uses irony, satire, and farce in The Importance of Being Earnest to 

challenge Victorian ideals of identity, marriage, and morality. 

Answer: 

Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest is a brilliant satire of Victorian society, 

particularly its rigid moral codes, obsession with social status, and superficial understanding of 

identity. Wilde uses irony, farce, and witty dialogue to dismantle these conventions with 

elegance and humor. 

At the heart of the play is the concept of “earnestness”—a quality highly valued in Victorian 

culture, associated with seriousness, honesty, and moral integrity. Wilde subverts this ideal by 

creating characters who are anything but earnest. Jack and Algernon both lead double lives, 

inventing fictitious personas to escape social obligations. Their deceptions are treated not as 

moral failings but as clever solutions to societal constraints. 

Marriage, a central theme, is portrayed as a social contract rather than a romantic union. Lady 

Bracknell’s interrogation of Jack’s background is a comic highlight, revealing the absurd criteria 

for a suitable match. Her concern with lineage and wealth, rather than love or character, satirizes 

the aristocracy’s priorities. 

Wilde’s use of paradox and epigram is especially effective. Lines like “The truth is rarely pure 

and never simple” challenge conventional wisdom and invite the audience to question accepted 

norms. The play’s structure—built on mistaken identities, sudden revelations, and improbable 

coincidences—emphasizes the artificiality of social roles. 

In the end, Wilde suggests that identity is fluid, morality is subjective, and societal rules are 

often laughably arbitrary. The Importance of Being Earnest is not just a comedy; it is a radical 

critique of a culture that values appearances over authenticity. 
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4. The Apple Cart by George Bernard Shaw 

Question: 

Discuss the political satire in The Apple Cart. How does George Bernard Shaw use the character 

of King Magnus to critique democracy, capitalism, and the nature of leadership? 

Answer: 

The Apple Cart is one of George Bernard Shaw’s most provocative plays, blending political 

satire with philosophical debate. Through the character of King Magnus, Shaw critiques the 

limitations of democratic institutions, the influence of capitalism, and the complexities of 

leadership in a modern society. 

King Magnus is portrayed as a highly intelligent and morally upright monarch who finds himself 

at odds with his elected government. The ministers, representing democratic authority, are shown 

to be petty, self-serving, and easily manipulated. Shaw uses this conflict to question whether 

democracy truly serves the public good or merely empowers mediocrity. 

Magnus’s threat to abdicate and run for office as a common citizen is a strategic move that 

exposes the fragility of democratic legitimacy. It forces the ministers to confront the possibility 

that true leadership may not come from the ballot box but from wisdom and integrity. Shaw does 

not advocate monarchy per se but uses Magnus to highlight the shortcomings of political systems 

driven by popularity rather than competence. 

Capitalism is another target of Shaw’s satire. Mr. Proteus, a media tycoon, represents the 

manipulation of public opinion and the commodification of truth. His influence over politics 

suggests that economic power often trumps democratic ideals. Shaw warns against the erosion of 

public discourse by corporate interests and the dangers of a society where profit overrides 

principle. 

The play’s title metaphor—“upsetting the apple cart”—symbolizes the disruption of established 

norms. Shaw encourages audiences to rethink their assumptions about governance, authority, and 

social progress. The Apple Cart is not just a political play; it is a philosophical challenge to 

complacency and a call for thoughtful reform. 
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1. Hamlet by William Shakespeare 

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet stands as one of the most profound and enduring tragedies in 

world literature. At its core, the play explores the theme of revenge, but Shakespeare elevates 

this motif into a philosophical and psychological inquiry into human nature, morality, and the 

burden of action. Prince Hamlet, the protagonist, is not a conventional avenger. He is 

introspective, intellectual, and deeply troubled by the moral implications of the task assigned to 

him by the ghost of his murdered father. 

The play opens with a sense of unease and decay—“Something is rotten in the state of 

Denmark”—setting the tone for a narrative steeped in betrayal, corruption, and existential dread. 

Hamlet’s journey is marked by hesitation and contemplation. His soliloquies, especially “To be 

or not to be,” reveal his inner conflict and fear of the unknown. He questions the nature of 

existence, the morality of revenge, and the reliability of perception. This philosophical depth 

distinguishes Hamlet from other revenge tragedies of the Elizabethan era. 

Shakespeare uses contrasting characters to highlight Hamlet’s complexity. Laertes, who seeks 

swift revenge for his father’s death, and Fortinbras, who pursues honor through military 

conquest, serve as foils to Hamlet’s indecision. Their actions underscore Hamlet’s unique 

struggle between thought and action. The theme of madness—both real and feigned—adds 

another layer to the play. Hamlet’s “antic disposition” allows him to navigate the treacherous 

court, while Ophelia’s descent into genuine madness reflects the emotional toll of betrayal and 

loss. 

The play’s tragic ending, with the deaths of nearly all major characters, reinforces the destructive 

consequences of revenge and moral ambiguity. Hamlet’s final act of vengeance is both cathartic 

and fatal, suggesting that justice, when pursued without clarity or restraint, leads to ruin. 

Ultimately, Hamlet is a timeless exploration of the human psyche, the complexity of moral 

choice, and the tragic cost of vengeance. 
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2. The Way of the World by William Congreve 

William Congreve’s The Way of the World is a brilliant Restoration comedy that satirizes the 

manners, morals, and marriage customs of 18th-century English aristocracy. The play is 

celebrated for its intricate plot, sparkling dialogue, and sharp social commentary. At its heart is 

the relationship between Mirabell and Millamant, whose witty exchanges and negotiation of 

marriage terms reflect a progressive view of relationships based on mutual respect and 

intellectual compatibility. 

Congreve uses satire to expose the superficiality and hypocrisy of upper-class society. Lady 

Wishfort, obsessed with youth and romance, becomes a comic figure whose vanity and 

desperation highlight the absurdity of social pretensions. Her gullibility and exaggerated 

behavior provide much of the play’s humor while also critiquing the societal obsession with 

appearances. The subplot involving Fainall and Mrs. Marwood reveals the darker side of 

aristocratic life, where deceit and manipulation are tools for personal gain. 

The play’s title itself suggests a cynical view of society—“the way of the world” implies that 

deception, performance, and self-interest are the norms. Congreve’s use of wit is not merely 

decorative; it serves as a tool for revelation and resistance. Characters use language to assert 

power, conceal motives, and navigate social traps. The repartee between Mirabell and Millamant 

is particularly significant, as it showcases a relationship built on equality and emotional 

intelligence, challenging the patriarchal norms of the time. 

Congreve also critiques the institution of marriage, which is often portrayed as a financial 

arrangement rather than a romantic union. Millamant’s insistence on maintaining her 

independence within marriage reflects a proto-feminist stance, advocating for personal autonomy 

and respect. Through satire and wit, The Way of the World becomes a sophisticated commentary 

on the values of Restoration society, encouraging audiences to seek authenticity and sincerity in 

human relationships. 

 

3. The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde 

Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest is a dazzling comedy of manners that satirizes 

Victorian ideals of identity, morality, and social status. Wilde’s genius lies in his ability to use 

humor, irony, and farce to expose the absurdities of a rigid and hypocritical society. The play 

revolves around mistaken identities and the use of fictitious personas—Jack’s “Ernest” and 

Algernon’s “Bunbury”—to escape social obligations and pursue romantic interests. 
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The central irony of the play lies in the concept of “earnestness,” which Victorian culture prized 

as a moral virtue. Wilde subverts this ideal by presenting characters who are anything but 

earnest. Their deceptions are treated not as moral failings but as clever solutions to societal 

constraints. Wilde uses this to critique the superficiality of Victorian values, where appearances 

often matter more than truth. 

Lady Bracknell, the embodiment of aristocratic snobbery, is a comic highlight. Her obsession 

with lineage, wealth, and propriety reveals the absurd criteria for social acceptance. Her 

interrogation of Jack’s origins—“A handbag?”—is iconic, showcasing the ridiculous standards 

of the upper class. Wilde’s use of epigrams and paradoxes is central to the play’s charm and 

critique. Lines like “The truth is rarely pure and never simple” challenge conventional wisdom 

and invite the audience to question accepted norms. 

Marriage, a key theme, is treated as a social performance rather than a romantic ideal. The 

characters’ pursuit of marriage is driven by status and convenience, not love. Wilde uses this to 

challenge the sanctity of Victorian institutions and advocate for personal authenticity. The play’s 

structure—built on mistaken identities, sudden revelations, and improbable coincidences—

emphasizes the artificiality of social roles. 

In the end, Wilde’s play is a celebration of wit, individuality, and the freedom to defy 

convention. The Importance of Being Earnest remains a timeless critique of societal pretensions 

and a joyful affirmation of personal authenticity. 

 

4. The Apple Cart by George Bernard Shaw 

George Bernard Shaw’s The Apple Cart is a bold political satire that explores the tensions 

between monarchy, democracy, and capitalism. Written in the early 20th century, the play 

remains strikingly relevant in its critique of political systems and media influence. Shaw uses the 

character of King Magnus to challenge the authority of elected officials and expose the 

limitations of democratic institutions. 

King Magnus is portrayed as a philosopher-king—rational, articulate, and morally superior to the 

self-serving politicians around him. Shaw uses Magnus to question whether democracy truly 

serves the public good or merely empowers mediocrity and manipulation. The central conflict 

arises when Magnus threatens to abdicate and run for office as a common citizen, exposing the 

fragility of democratic legitimacy and the fear politicians have of genuine leadership. 
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Capitalism is another major target of Shaw’s satire. Mr. Proteus, a media mogul, represents the 

power of propaganda and the commodification of truth. His ability to shape public opinion and 

control political narratives reflects Shaw’s concern about the erosion of democracy by corporate 

interests. The play critiques the influence of big business on governance and the dangers of a 

society where profit overrides principle. 

Shaw’s dialogue is rich with intellectual debate, challenging audiences to think critically about 

power, governance, and societal values. The play’s title—The Apple Cart—symbolizes the 

disruption of established systems. Shaw encourages reform, transparency, and a reevaluation of 

political assumptions. He does not advocate monarchy but uses it as a lens to critique the flaws 

of representative government and the manipulation of public discourse. 

In conclusion, The Apple Cart is a provocative and intellectually rich play that challenges 

audiences to rethink their assumptions about leadership, democracy, and the role of media in 

shaping public life. Shaw’s satire remains a powerful call for ethical governance and informed 

citizenship. 
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