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Abstract 

This study examines class struggles and economic 

inequalities in John Osborne's Look Back in Anger and 

Arnold Wesker's Roots, two seminal works of British 

kitchen sink realism from the 1950s. Both plays critique the 

socio-economic conditions of post-war Britain, highlighting 

the frustrations of the working class. In Look Back in Anger, 

Osborne portrays Jimmy Porter as an "angry young man" 

disillusioned with the stagnant social hierarchy, expressing 

resentment towards the establishment and his own lack of 

upward mobility (Mezher Saddam, 2021). Similarly, 

Wesker's Roots follows Beatie Bryant's return to her rural 

working-class family, emphasizing the challenges of class 

consciousness and the desire for social change (Gilleman, 

2008). Through character development and dialogue, both 

playwrights underscore the pervasive economic disparities 

and class tensions of their time, contributing significantly to 

the discourse on social realism in mid-20th-century British 

theatre. 

Keywords: class struggle, economic inequality, John 

Osborne, Look Back in Anger, Arnold Wesker, Roots, 

kitchen sink realism, British theatre, social realism, 

angry young men 

Introduction 

Background and Context 
The socio-political climate of post-war Britain (1945-1960) 

was marked by profound economic and social 

transformations. The aftermath of World War II saw the 

dismantling of the British Empire, significant reconstruction 

efforts, and the introduction of the welfare state under the 

Labour government of Clement Attlee (Marwick, 2003). 

Despite these reforms, economic austerity persisted, and 

class divisions remained entrenched. The working class, in 
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particular, continued to face economic challenges, limited 

upward mobility, and a lack of representation in cultural 

discourse (Hobsbawm, 1994). These conditions provided 

fertile ground for a cultural rebellion against the 

establishment, giving rise to the "Angry Young Men" 

movement. 

The "Angry Young Men" emerged in the 1950s as a group 

of writers and playwrights who rejected traditional literary 

norms and sought to address the frustrations and 

disillusionments of the working and lower-middle classes. 

Their works, characterized by realism and political 

engagement, critiqued societal inequalities and reflected a 

growing dissatisfaction with Britain's stagnant social 

hierarchy (Alexander, 2004). This movement marked a 

significant shift in British literature and drama, challenging 

the dominance of elite perspectives and fostering a more 

inclusive cultural narrative. 

Among the leading figures of this movement were John 

Osborne and Arnold Wesker, both of whom used drama as a 

medium to explore and expose the struggles of the working 

class. Osborne’s Look Back in Anger (1956) became a 

cultural landmark, epitomizing the frustrations of post-war 

Britain through the character of Jimmy Porter, a 

disillusioned and fiery anti-hero (Heilpern, 2007). Wesker, 

in contrast, took a more empathetic and nuanced approach 

in Roots (1958), capturing the aspirations and struggles of 

rural working-class life through Beatie Bryant’s journey of 

self-awareness and political awakening (Rabey, 1999). Both 

playwrights not only redefined British theatre but also 

highlighted the enduring relevance of class struggles in a 

rapidly changing society. 

Through their groundbreaking works, Osborne and Wesker 

underscored the socio-economic inequalities of their time, 
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presenting compelling narratives that resonate with the 

challenges faced by working-class individuals. This study 

seeks to explore their contributions to the discourse on class 

struggles and economic inequalities in post-war Britain, 

focusing on Look Back in Anger and Roots as seminal texts 

of social realism. 

Purpose of the Study 
The primary purpose of this study is to examine how class 

struggles and economic inequalities are portrayed in John 

Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and Arnold Wesker’s Roots. 

These two plays, emblematic of the mid-20th century 

British theatrical landscape, reflect the socio-economic 

realities of post-war Britain and the frustrations of the 

working class. Both Osborne and Wesker, through their 

unique dramatic approaches, present compelling critiques of 

the entrenched class divisions that defined their era. 

This study aims to analyze the different narrative strategies 

and thematic concerns employed by the two playwrights to 

depict class tensions. In Look Back in Anger, Osborne uses 

the character of Jimmy Porter to articulate the anger and 

disillusionment of a generation that felt marginalized and 

disempowered despite the promises of post-war progress 

(Heilpern, 2007). Wesker, in Roots, adopts a more 

introspective and character-driven narrative, showcasing 

Beatie Bryant’s struggle to bridge her rural working-class 

roots with a growing sense of political and social awareness 

(Rabey, 1999). By comparing these two works, the study 

highlights the varying perspectives and dramatic techniques 

used to confront the enduring issues of economic disparity 

and social inequality. 

Ultimately, this study contributes to a deeper understanding 

of how British drama in the post-war period engaged with 

pressing social issues, offering audiences a lens through 
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which to explore and challenge the societal structures that 

perpetuated inequality. 

Thesis Statement 
Both Look Back in Anger by John Osborne and Roots by 

Arnold Wesker delve into the pervasive impact of economic 

inequalities and class-based frustrations in post-war Britain. 

While Osborne employs a confrontational and emotionally 

charged style to reflect the anger and disillusionment of the 

working class, Wesker adopts a more reflective and 

empathetic approach, emphasizing the complexities of class 

consciousness and personal growth. Together, these plays 

offer complementary perspectives on the enduring struggles 

of the working class, making them pivotal works in the 

discourse on social realism in mid-20th-century British 

theatre. 

Historical and Social Context of Post-War Britain 

Economic Realities 
Post-war Britain faced a myriad of economic challenges that 

shaped the social and cultural climate of the mid-20th 

century. Following the end of World War II, the country 

grappled with the daunting task of rebuilding its 

infrastructure and economy. Despite the introduction of the 

welfare state under the Labour government in 1945, which 

sought to provide healthcare, housing, and education for all, 

economic disparities persisted (Marwick, 2003). The 

country experienced severe housing shortages due to 

wartime destruction, and efforts to rebuild were slow, 

leaving many working-class families in substandard living 

conditions (Addison, 1994). 

Unemployment remained a pressing issue, particularly in 

regions reliant on heavy industries such as coal mining, 

shipbuilding, and manufacturing, which were in decline 

during this period (Hobsbawm, 1994). The transition from a 
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predominantly industrial economy to one focused on 

services and consumer goods created economic dislocation, 

leaving many working-class individuals struggling to adapt. 

While the welfare state aimed to mitigate economic 

inequality, it often fell short of addressing the entrenched 

class divisions that continued to dominate British society. 

The rigid class structure persisted despite post-war social 

reforms, maintaining a clear demarcation between the 

working, middle, and upper classes. Educational and 

occupational opportunities for the working class remained 

limited, perpetuating a cycle of economic hardship and 

social immobility. This period of economic stagnation and 

unfulfilled promises of equality provided the backdrop for 

the emergence of the "Angry Young Men" movement and 

the rise of socially conscious drama, including Osborne’s 

Look Back in Anger and Wesker’s Roots (Alexander, 2004). 

Both playwrights captured the frustrations of a generation 

disillusioned by the lingering inequalities of post-war 

Britain, using their works to critique the socio-economic 

realities of their time. 

Cultural Shifts 
The post-war period in Britain witnessed significant cultural 

shifts, especially in terms of class dynamics and 

representation in literature and theatre. The decline of 

aristocratic dominance was one of the most noticeable 

changes. With the dismantling of the British Empire and the 

reshaping of British society in the aftermath of World War 

II, traditional elites began to lose their political and cultural 

influence. The rise of the welfare state and the Labour 

government’s policies aimed at social equity contributed to 

the growing sense that the power structures that had long 

dominated British life needed to be reconsidered 

(Hobsbawm, 1994). This socio-political transformation 
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paved the way for a broader representation of working-class 

experiences in both literature and theatre. 

Working-class voices began to find expression in the 

cultural realm, especially through the emergence of a new 

generation of playwrights. These writers rejected the 

traditional upper-class focus of much of British drama and 

instead turned their attention to the struggles, frustrations, 

and aspirations of the working class. Playwrights like John 

Osborne and Arnold Wesker became central figures in this 

shift, using theatre to give voice to those previously 

underrepresented in mainstream cultural narratives. 

This cultural transformation also gave rise to the "kitchen 

sink drama" movement, which sought to portray the gritty, 

everyday realities of working-class life. The term "kitchen 

sink" refers to the domestic setting of these plays, where 

characters often engage in mundane or banal activities 

within the confines of their homes, but their lives are 

marked by tension, struggle, and emotional conflict. This 

genre was a reaction against the idealized, polished 

productions of the West End theatre and the upper-class 

narratives that had long dominated British drama. Kitchen 

sink drama presented a stark, unromanticized view of 

working-class life, often focusing on themes of frustration, 

alienation, and social inequality (Hodgson, 2007). 

Plays such as Look Back in Anger (1956) and Roots (1958) 

exemplify the kitchen sink drama’s emphasis on realism and 

its break from the past. Osborne's portrayal of Jimmy 

Porter’s emotional outbursts and resentment against his 

social and economic situation is a direct reflection of the 

working-class frustrations of the era, while Wesker’s Roots 

highlights the inner turmoil of Beatie Bryant as she grapples 

with her rural upbringing and her desire for personal and 

political change. These plays, through their raw and often 



7 
 

uncomfortable realism, marked a departure from the 

idealized depictions of British society that had previously 

dominated the stage (Hodgson, 2007). 

Theatre as a Medium for Social Critique 
Theatre has long been a powerful medium for social 

critique, offering a space where societal norms and 

injustices can be exposed and examined. In post-war 

Britain, the stage became a site for confronting the systemic 

inequalities that plagued the nation, particularly in relation 

to class, economic disparity, and the limits of social 

mobility. The theatre of this period, especially the "kitchen 

sink" dramas, utilized realism to bring to light the 

frustrations and struggles of the working class, providing a 

platform for voices that had traditionally been marginalized. 

Drama's ability to represent the lives of ordinary people, 

particularly those from the working class, made it an ideal 

tool for voicing dissatisfaction with the prevailing socio-

economic structures. The plays of John Osborne and Arnold 

Wesker serve as prime examples of how theatre can engage 

with issues of class and inequality. Osborne’s Look Back in 

Anger critiques the emotional and economic frustrations of 

the post-war working class through the character of Jimmy 

Porter, whose anger at his lack of upward mobility and 

disenchantment with British society embodies the 

dissatisfaction of an entire generation (Heilpern, 2007). 

Through his use of sharp dialogue and intense emotion, 

Osborne critiques the British establishment and its failure to 

address the needs of the working class, thereby using the 

stage as a vehicle for social commentary. 

Similarly, Wesker’s Roots critiques the limitations imposed 

by class and geographic location, exploring the inner 

conflict of Beatie Bryant as she tries to reconcile her rural 

working-class roots with her growing awareness of social 



8 
 

injustices. Wesker’s drama reflects the changing political 

consciousness of the time, as the play delves into the role of 

the individual in challenging the status quo and seeks to 

demonstrate the complexities of class identity and the 

potential for social change (Rabey, 1999). 

Both Osborne and Wesker employed theatre as a form of 

protest against the inequality embedded within British 

society. Through their characters’ struggles, they not only 

highlighted the systemic flaws in social and economic 

systems but also encouraged audiences to reflect on the 

need for change. The portrayal of working-class life on 

stage thus became a form of social activism, advocating for 

greater recognition and fairness for those who had been 

silenced or overlooked by the ruling elite. By focusing on 

the personal and emotional ramifications of systemic 

inequalities, these playwrights underscored the role of 

drama as a tool for social critique and transformation. 

John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger 

 Overview of the Play 
Look Back in Anger (1956) is a seminal work of British 

theatre that marks the emergence of the "Angry Young 

Men" movement. The play is set in a modest flat in the 

Midlands and revolves around the central character, Jimmy 

Porter, a disillusioned and frustrated young man who 

embodies the anger and discontent of a generation 

struggling with economic and social stagnation. The drama 

is deeply rooted in realism, focusing on the emotional 

turmoil of its characters and their complex relationships. 

At the heart of the play is Jimmy Porter, an intelligent yet 

embittered man in his late twenties who feels trapped by his 

social and economic circumstances. A former university 

student who has failed to achieve the upward mobility he 

aspired to, Jimmy's anger is directed not only at his situation 
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but also at those around him, including his wife, Alison. His 

character is a reflection of the frustration and alienation felt 

by many working-class individuals in post-war Britain, 

particularly those who were disillusioned by the promises of 

social change following the war (Heilpern, 2007). 

Alison Porter, Jimmy’s wife, is a more passive and 

emotionally reserved character, often caught in the crossfire 

of Jimmy's outbursts. Alison is from an upper-middle-class 

background, and her marriage to Jimmy reflects the class 

tensions that permeate their relationship. She is frequently a 

subject of Jimmy’s tirades, as his bitterness extends to her 

perceived privilege and the comfort she represents in 

contrast to his own struggles. However, Alison's character 

also highlights the emotional depth of the play, as she 

grapples with her own internal conflicts and desires to 

please both her husband and her family. 

Cliff Lewis, a friend of the Porters, provides a contrasting 

dynamic to Jimmy's volatile personality. Cliff is a kind, 

loyal, and somewhat naive figure who offers a sense of 

stability in the midst of the chaos created by Jimmy’s rants. 

Although Cliff is often caught between Jimmy and Alison, 

his character serves as a grounding presence in the play, 

providing a softer counterpoint to the emotional intensity 

that characterizes the relationship between Jimmy and 

Alison. 

The central plot of Look Back in Anger revolves around 

Jimmy's emotional and psychological unraveling as he 

struggles with his frustrations over his perceived lack of 

success and the oppressive class structures of post-war 

Britain. The play explores the tension between personal and 

social dissatisfaction, with Jimmy’s anger acting as both a 

personal affliction and a social critique of the inequalities of 

the time. Through its intense character interactions and 



10 
 

dialogue, the play offers a candid portrayal of post-war 

disillusionment, particularly among the working class, and 

questions the possibility of reconciliation between 

individuals and the larger social order. 

Class Frustration and Anger 
In Look Back in Anger, Jimmy Porter serves as a powerful 

symbol of the disillusioned working-class youth of post-war 

Britain. His anger is not simply a personal disposition but a 

direct reflection of the socio-economic struggles and class 

frustrations that characterized the time. Jimmy is a highly 

intelligent man, yet his opportunities are severely limited by 

the rigid class structure that defines British society. He is 

trapped in a cycle of resentment and dissatisfaction, feeling 

betrayed by a system that he believes has offered him no 

opportunity for success or advancement despite his 

potential. As such, Jimmy's anger is rooted in a sense of 

social injustice and alienation, reflecting the broader 

experience of many working-class individuals who felt 

abandoned by both the state and society (Heilpern, 2007). 

Jimmy’s resentment is especially directed toward the upper 

classes, whom he views as complacent and disconnected 

from the struggles of the working class. His frustration is 

voiced in his numerous rants against what he perceives as 

the privilege and apathy of those born into wealth. He 

frequently criticizes Alison’s family, particularly her father, 

for their comfortable existence and lack of understanding of 

the real hardships faced by people like him. In one of his 

tirades, Jimmy decries the "decayed aristocracy" and refers 

to them as "the upper crust" who live in their own world, 

indifferent to the suffering of the working classes (Osborne, 

1956). His deep-seated hatred of the upper classes can be 

seen as a critique of the socio-economic order that maintains 

privilege and perpetuates inequality. 
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At the same time, Jimmy's relationship with Alison, who 

comes from a middle-class background, highlights his anger 

toward the perceived compromises of the "upper middle 

class." Alison’s class status becomes a focal point for 

Jimmy’s resentment, as he feels betrayed by her inability to 

fully understand or relate to his struggles. Alison’s family, 

with their comfortable lifestyle, represents everything 

Jimmy despises about the class system. Yet, her status also 

complicates their relationship, as she embodies the tension 

between Jimmy’s working-class ideals and the social 

aspiration he secretly yearns for but feels he cannot attain. 

Thus, Jimmy’s frustration with his own class status is 

magnified through his interactions with Alison, who 

embodies a world he both desires and despises. His anger 

towards Alison’s middle-class background is not just about 

personal animosity but is emblematic of the larger class-

based tensions that permeate post-war British society. 

Through Jimmy, Osborne captures the internalized class 

divisions and the bitter resentment that arises when social 

mobility seems out of reach, making him a central figure in 

understanding the emotional and social dynamics of the 

working-class experience in the mid-20th century 

(Hodgson, 2007). 

Economic Inequalities and Emotional Turmoil 
In Look Back in Anger, the economic frustrations 

experienced by Jimmy Porter are intricately linked to his 

emotional turmoil and the personal conflicts that arise in his 

relationships, particularly with his wife, Alison, and his 

friend, Cliff. Jimmy’s economic struggles serve as a 

constant source of tension and fuel his growing sense of 

disillusionment with both his personal circumstances and 

the broader social system. The interplay between Jimmy’s 

economic frustration and his emotional outbursts highlights 
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how the pressures of socio-economic inequality can deeply 

affect an individual’s psychological state and relationships. 

Jimmy’s anger is not just a reaction to his personal failings 

or disappointments but is deeply tied to the socio-economic 

conditions he faces. He is constantly reminded of his 

inability to break free from the working-class limitations 

that he despises. His sense of frustration is compounded by 

the fact that, despite his intelligence and education, he is 

stuck in a job that offers little opportunity for advancement, 

and he feels alienated from the material success that he 

believes should rightfully be his. This sense of economic 

stagnation becomes a source of emotional volatility, 

manifesting in the personal conflicts with his wife, Alison. 

Alison, coming from a middle-class background, represents 

a world that Jimmy both resents and longs to attain. Her 

family’s comfortable lifestyle contrasts sharply with his 

own harsh reality, and his inability to reconcile these two 

worlds causes significant strain in their marriage. Jimmy's 

anger is often directed at Alison, whom he accuses of being 

too passive, too comfortable in her own privilege, and 

unable to fully understand the depth of his frustrations. This 

emotional turbulence is rooted in Jimmy’s belief that he is 

entitled to more than what life has provided him, and he 

projects his anger onto Alison for being a symbol of the 

very system he opposes. His treatment of her often veers 

between violent emotional outbursts and a deep, almost 

possessive need for her attention and validation. 

Furthermore, Jimmy’s idealism stands in stark contrast to 

the harsh realities of his socio-economic status. While he 

harbors deep aspirations for social and intellectual 

advancement, he is perpetually thwarted by the socio-

economic barriers that prevent him from realizing these 

dreams. His idealism manifests in his desire for change and 
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a better life, yet he finds himself unable to escape his 

working-class roots, which both frustrates and embittered 

him. This contrast is especially evident in his cynical 

worldview, where he expresses dissatisfaction with both the 

ruling class and his own lack of agency. In many ways, 

Jimmy’s idealism clashes with the material realities of his 

life, exacerbating his emotional turmoil and further 

alienating him from the world around him. His inability to 

reconcile these conflicting elements — his dreams of a 

better life and the harsh truths of his social position — 

contributes to his deep sense of bitterness and anger. 

Thus, the economic inequalities Jimmy faces are not just 

external issues but are internalized and deeply affect his 

psychological state. The resulting emotional turmoil impacts 

his relationships, particularly with Alison, and fuels his 

sense of alienation and dissatisfaction. Through Jimmy’s 

character, Osborne explores the profound impact of 

economic inequality on personal identity, relationships, and 

emotional stability, providing a stark portrayal of how class 

struggles shape individual lives. 

Symbolism and Thematic Devices 
In Look Back in Anger, John Osborne uses various symbols 

and thematic devices to deepen the emotional and 

psychological complexity of his characters, particularly 

Jimmy Porter. These devices not only serve to illustrate the 

personal and socio-economic struggles that define Jimmy’s 

experience but also help convey the broader social critique 

embedded within the play. Two prominent devices in this 

context are the "bear and squirrel" game, which functions as 

a metaphor for escapism from class struggles, and the use of 

dramatic monologues to reveal Jimmy's inner turmoil. 
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The "Bear and Squirrel" Game as a Metaphor 

for Escapism from Class Struggles 
The "bear and squirrel" game, which Jimmy plays with his 

wife Alison, is a seemingly innocent and playful interaction 

that serves as a poignant metaphor for escapism. In this 

game, Jimmy takes on the role of the bear, while Alison 

plays the squirrel, a dynamic that involves chasing, 

capturing, and sometimes hurting each other in an 

exaggerated, exaggerated manner. Although it may appear 

as a trivial and playful pastime, the game ultimately 

symbolizes Jimmy’s attempt to escape from the harsh 

realities of his socio-economic existence and the frustrations 

of his daily life. The whimsical nature of the game contrasts 

sharply with the oppressive weight of the class struggles 

that Jimmy endures. By engaging in this game, Jimmy seeks 

temporary relief from the deep-seated anger and emotional 

conflict caused by his position in the working class. 

However, the game also underscores the futility of his 

escape. The "bear and squirrel" dynamic is inherently 

unequal, just as Jimmy’s own socio-economic struggles are 

tied to an unfair class structure that offers no real escape. 

This game highlights the fragility of personal relationships 

and the inability to escape one's social reality, even through 

acts of distraction or playful defiance. 

Use of Dramatic Monologues to Highlight 

Jimmy’s Inner Turmoil 
Another key thematic device used in Look Back in Anger is 

the dramatic monologue, which allows the audience to gain 

direct access to Jimmy’s internal world and emotional state. 

Throughout the play, Jimmy delivers several powerful 

monologues that articulate his frustration, anger, and 

despair, revealing the depth of his psychological and 

emotional turmoil. These monologues serve as a window 

into the character’s consciousness, offering the audience a 

direct and unfiltered look at the disillusionment and rage 
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that drive his interactions with others. The monologue 

format allows Jimmy to express complex thoughts on his 

personal identity, his anger at the class system, and his 

feelings of inadequacy and disempowerment. For instance, 

in the early stages of the play, Jimmy vents his bitterness 

over his inability to change his circumstances, speaking 

directly to the audience about his feelings of betrayal by 

society (Osborne, 1956). These moments are deeply 

personal, creating a sense of intimacy between the character 

and the audience, while simultaneously revealing the 

broader social issues that contribute to Jimmy’s emotional 

volatility. 

The dramatic monologue also plays a crucial role in 

illustrating Jimmy’s disconnect from the world around him. 

His monologues often occur in isolation, as he addresses an 

empty room or directs his anger at those who are physically 

present but emotionally distanced. This isolation is symbolic 

of his alienation from both the individuals he interacts with 

and the society that he believes has failed him. The 

monologues reinforce the central themes of frustration, 

loneliness, and the desire for change, encapsulating the 

emotional weight of economic inequality and the internal 

conflict of an individual who feels trapped by his social 

position. 

Together, the "bear and squirrel" game and the use of 

dramatic monologues serve to deepen the audience's 

understanding of Jimmy’s emotional landscape. These 

devices not only highlight his personal struggles but also 

provide insight into the broader socio-political tensions that 

define his character. By using symbolism and monologue as 

thematic tools, Osborne invites the audience to reflect on the 

complexities of class, identity, and the human condition. 
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 Arnold Wesker’s Roots 

Overview of the Play 
Roots (1958), a play by Arnold Wesker, is a powerful 

exploration of class, identity, and political awakening 

through the character of Beatie Bryant, a young woman 

from rural Norfolk. Set in the early 1950s, Roots follows 

Beatie’s journey from the rural working-class confines of 

her upbringing to a newfound sense of self-awareness and 

political consciousness. The play captures the struggle of an 

individual caught between the constraints of her past and the 

desire for social change, highlighting the personal cost of 

both her internal transformation and her quest for a broader 

understanding of the world around her. 

The narrative of Roots centers on Beatie’s relationship with 

her fiancé, Ronnie, a working-class man from the same rural 

community. However, Beatie’s evolving political and 

intellectual consciousness creates a rift between them, as 

she begins to question the traditional values and limitations 

of her upbringing. Beatie’s personal journey is marked by 

her dissatisfaction with the small, insular life of Norfolk and 

her growing awareness of social and political issues that 

extend beyond her immediate experience. Throughout the 

play, she grapples with the tension between the limited life 

she has known and her desire to break free from it, which 

ultimately leads her to reject the traditional roles imposed 

on women in her community. 

As Beatie’s character grows, she encounters a wider world 

that challenges her previous views, most notably through 

her interactions with other characters who have more 

progressive or intellectual viewpoints. Her conversations 

with her friend and confidant, the character of Frances, 

spark Beatie’s growing interest in left-wing politics and 

social change. Her awakening to the possibility of a better, 

more equitable world is an integral part of the play’s 
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narrative, and her journey becomes emblematic of the larger 

political shift that was occurring in Britain during the post-

war years. Beatie’s journey toward self-awareness is not 

simply about discovering her own identity, but also about 

recognizing the potential for collective social change and 

rejecting the limitations imposed by her working-class 

origins. 

At the heart of Roots is Beatie’s desire for freedom — not 

only from the oppressive, rural environment that stifles her 

but also from the economic and social forces that define her 

class position. In her desire to pursue education and political 

engagement, she challenges the passive, predetermined role 

that society has assigned to her. This theme of self-

determination resonates with the broader struggles of the 

working-class, particularly women, who sought to carve out 

a more meaningful existence in the face of rigid social 

expectations. 

Roots is thus not only a personal story about a young 

woman’s awakening but also a reflection of the wider 

societal shifts occurring in post-war Britain. The play 

addresses questions of class identity, gender roles, and 

political activism, and it portrays the complex relationship 

between personal growth and social transformation. 

Through Beatie’s journey, Wesker demonstrates the 

transformative power of political consciousness and the 

possibility for individuals to transcend their socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

Representation of Rural Working-Class Life 
In Roots, Arnold Wesker presents a vivid portrayal of rural 

working-class life, particularly through the experiences of 

Beatie Bryant and her family. The hardships faced by Beatie 

and her community are central to the play's exploration of 

class, economic inequality, and social dislocation. The rural 



18 
 

environment, where traditional class roles are deeply 

entrenched, serves as both a literal and symbolic backdrop 

for Beatie’s personal journey of self-awareness and political 

awakening. 

The Hardships Faced by Beatie’s Family and 

Community 
Beatie’s family, like many other rural working-class 

families in post-war Britain, struggles with economic 

hardship and limited opportunities. The play’s rural Norfolk 

setting underscores the isolation and poverty that define 

their lives. Beatie’s parents are hardworking but financially 

strained, and they live in a small, modest home that reflects 

the meager economic prospects of agricultural workers. 

Beatie’s father, in particular, is portrayed as a figure trapped 

by the repetitive, physical labor of farming, unable to escape 

the confines of his working-class existence. Despite their 

hard work, Beatie’s family is caught in a cycle of poverty, 

unable to secure any real material advancement or social 

mobility. 

This economic stagnation is compounded by the limited 

intellectual and cultural horizons of the community. Beatie’s 

upbringing in Norfolk is defined by a lack of education and 

the prevailing social norms that dictate the roles available to 

women in working-class families. The expectations for 

Beatie’s life are clear: marry, stay in the community, and 

fulfill the traditional duties of wife and mother. This rigid 

structure of rural working-class life stifles her aspirations 

and contributes to her dissatisfaction, eventually prompting 

her to seek a more expansive and fulfilling existence beyond 

the boundaries of her rural world. 
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Economic Struggles of Agricultural Workers and 

Their Disconnection from Broader Political 

Movements 
The economic struggles of agricultural workers, such as 

Beatie’s family, are central to the play’s depiction of the 

rural working class. Despite the hard labor they endure, 

agricultural workers often find themselves economically 

dependent on the landowners and the cyclical nature of 

farming. Their livelihoods are tied to the seasons, making 

their income unstable and unpredictable. This lack of 

economic security is reflected in the bleak portrayal of 

Beatie’s father’s life, which revolves around the grind of 

manual labor and the uncertainty of seasonal work. 

The rural working class, as depicted in Roots, is also 

disconnected from broader political movements and social 

change. Beatie’s family is largely unaware of the political 

ideas that are beginning to gain traction in urban centers, 

including left-wing movements and calls for social reform. 

This disconnection from political activism is a crucial aspect 

of the play’s critique of the class system. Beatie’s 

awakening to political consciousness represents a break 

from the passive, conservative attitudes that define her 

community. Her conversations with Frances, who 

introduces her to progressive political ideas, mark a shift in 

Beatie’s understanding of the world and her place in it. 

Through Beatie’s transformation, Wesker highlights the 

importance of political engagement and the potential for the 

working-class to challenge their social and economic 

conditions, even in the most isolated and traditionally 

conservative areas. 

The contrast between Beatie’s burgeoning political 

awareness and the lack of such awareness in her community 

underscores the theme of isolation within the rural working 

class. While Beatie becomes increasingly engaged with left-
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wing politics and social change, her family and community 

remain bound by a sense of resignation, unaware of the 

broader movements that could challenge their status. This 

disconnection from the larger political landscape reflects the 

challenges of fostering political consciousness in rural 

communities that are historically disconnected from the 

intellectual and social currents of urban centers. 

Thus, the rural working-class life depicted in Roots is 

characterized by economic hardship, limited opportunity, 

and a sense of isolation from the political movements that 

seek to address these struggles. Wesker uses this 

representation of rural life to underscore the broader themes 

of social mobility, political awakening, and the possibilities 

for individual transformation in the face of systemic 

inequality. 

Class Mobility and Cultural Disconnection 
In Roots, Arnold Wesker explores the complexities of class 

mobility and cultural disconnection through Beatie Bryant’s 

journey from rural Norfolk to a broader, more politically 

conscious understanding of herself and the world. As Beatie 

is exposed to progressive ideas, she finds herself torn 

between the constraints of her working-class upbringing and 

the allure of a different life, marked by intellectual and 

political awakening. Her internal conflict reflects the 

tensions between tradition and change, a key theme of the 

play, as she navigates her aspirations for a more meaningful 

existence while grappling with the cultural disconnection 

and alienation that come with attempting to transcend her 

social class. 
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Beatie’s Internal Conflict: Navigating Between 

Working-Class Roots and Exposure to Progressive 

Ideas 
Beatie’s internal conflict is central to her character 

development and to the play’s exploration of class mobility. 

Raised in a rural, working-class environment, Beatie’s 

worldview is initially shaped by the limited perspectives and 

expectations of her community. The traditional role of 

women in her environment — confined to domesticity and 

subsistence living — provides little room for intellectual or 

personal growth. Beatie, however, is different from her 

peers in that she feels a strong sense of dissatisfaction with 

her prescribed role. When she meets Frances, a character 

who introduces her to progressive political ideas, Beatie 

begins to question her life choices and the limitations of her 

rural existence. 

The conflict between her working-class roots and her 

exposure to left-wing politics and intellectualism highlights 

Beatie’s struggle with class mobility. On one hand, she 

yearns for a life of greater purpose and social engagement, 

one that would allow her to break free from the economic 

and cultural constraints of rural Norfolk. On the other hand, 

she feels the weight of her working-class identity, which 

seems to offer little room for such aspirations. This tension 

is particularly evident in her relationship with Ronnie, her 

fiancé, who represents the very working-class life Beatie 

wants to escape. Although she loves him, she recognizes 

that their lives are incompatible because he does not share 

her newfound political convictions or her desire to break 

free from the limitations of their social background. 

Beatie’s exposure to progressive ideas forces her to confront 

the reality of class mobility. She cannot simply step out of 

her working-class life without facing both external 

resistance from her community and internal conflict about 
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her own identity. Wesker uses Beatie’s character to 

illustrate the difficulties individuals face when attempting to 

transcend the social class they were born into. For Beatie, 

class mobility is not just about economic advancement, but 

also about cultural and ideological change, a shift that 

isolates her from both her past and the people around her. 

Tensions Between Tradition and Change 
The tension between tradition and change is a central theme 

in Roots, particularly as it relates to Beatie’s journey of self-

awareness. The rural working-class life that Beatie seeks to 

escape is defined by a sense of tradition, rooted in the values 

of family, hard work, and community. However, these 

traditions are inherently conservative and resistant to 

change, particularly in the context of post-war Britain, when 

broader social and political movements were challenging 

long-held structures of power and inequality. Beatie’s 

journey represents a rebellion against these traditions, as she 

strives to redefine her identity and align herself with more 

progressive, revolutionary ideas. 

As Beatie moves further away from her rural roots, she 

begins to experience a cultural disconnection from her 

family and community. She no longer shares their values or 

aspirations, and their traditional ways of thinking seem 

increasingly alien to her. The tension between the security 

and familiarity of tradition and the excitement and promise 

of social change is felt most acutely in her relationship with 

her father and Ronnie. While Beatie’s father clings to the 

stability of rural life, rejecting any notions of political 

change or intellectual engagement, Beatie yearns for a 

future that transcends these limitations. Her desire for self-

improvement and political engagement stands in stark 

contrast to the passivity and resignation she sees in her 

family, which deepens the cultural divide between her and 

the world she was raised in. 
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This tension is also reflected in the broader political context 

of the time. The post-war years in Britain were marked by a 

rise in socialist ideas, labor movements, and calls for social 

reform. Beatie’s exposure to these progressive ideas further 

intensifies the divide between her and her rural upbringing, 

as the political shift toward change threatens the traditional 

ways of life that her community holds dear. Wesker uses 

Beatie’s conflict to address the larger societal struggles of 

post-war Britain, where tensions between conservative 

tradition and the desire for social and political progress were 

increasingly visible. 

Ultimately, Beatie’s journey in Roots is about reconciling 

her past with her aspirations for a better, more meaningful 

life. The tensions between tradition and change serve to 

highlight the complexities of class mobility, the emotional 

cost of transformation, and the cultural disconnection that 

often accompanies attempts to transcend one’s social 

origins. 

Language and Realism 
In Roots, Arnold Wesker uses language and realism as 

powerful tools to depict the authentic experiences of the 

working class. Through naturalistic dialogue, Wesker brings 

the characters and their environment to life, grounding the 

play in the everyday struggles and aspirations of the rural 

working-class. The realism of the language reflects the 

psychological and emotional complexity of the characters, 

particularly Beatie Bryant, whose final monologue serves as 

a pivotal moment in asserting her agency and awareness. 
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Wesker’s Use of Naturalistic Dialogue to Depict 

Working-Class Authenticity 
Wesker’s naturalistic dialogue in Roots plays a critical role 

in presenting the raw, unpolished voice of the working 

class. The use of everyday speech patterns, colloquialisms, 

and regional accents not only brings authenticity to the play 

but also emphasizes the class divide that shapes the 

characters’ lives. Beatie’s family, particularly her father, 

speaks in a manner that reflects their limited education and 

exposure to the intellectual and political currents of the 

time. The simplicity and directness of their dialogue reflect 

their lives’ focus on survival and routine rather than 

intellectual or political engagement. 

In contrast, the language used by Beatie as she becomes 

more politically aware and engaged becomes more 

articulate and deliberate. Her exposure to new ideas, 

particularly through her friendship with Frances, leads to a 

shift in her speech patterns. This evolution in Beatie’s 

language serves as a marker of her intellectual growth and 

transformation. Wesker’s use of naturalistic dialogue not 

only captures the social realities of working-class life but 

also emphasizes the potential for personal change. The 

interplay between Beatie’s natural speech and her growing 

political consciousness illustrates the possibility of 

transcending one's social origins through education, political 

engagement, and intellectual development. 

The dialogue in Roots is grounded in the mundane but also 

rich in meaning, as it reflects the concerns, desires, and 

frustrations of the working class. Through the characters’ 

conversations about work, family, and the future, Wesker 

portrays a community whose social reality is dictated by 

economic hardship and limited opportunity. However, it is 

also through this same language that Beatie and other 

characters begin to express a desire for change, showing the 
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duality of the language as both a product of oppression and 

a tool for liberation. 

The Role of Beatie’s Final Monologue in 

Asserting Agency and Awareness 
Beatie’s final monologue in Roots is one of the most 

significant moments in the play, marking a turning point in 

her character’s development and asserting her agency and 

self-awareness. As the play draws to a close, Beatie, having 

gone through a profound personal and intellectual 

transformation, delivers a monologue that encapsulates her 

newfound understanding of her own identity and the world 

around her. This monologue serves not only as an 

expression of Beatie’s growth but also as a declaration of 

independence from the constraints of her rural, working-

class background. 

In this monologue, Beatie articulates her desires for a better, 

more meaningful life, one that is grounded in political and 

social change. She rejects the passivity and resignation that 

characterizes the community she was born into, declaring 

her intention to take control of her future. Beatie’s words 

convey a deep sense of self-determination, as she asserts her 

agency in a way that was previously unavailable to her. The 

monologue also reflects her awareness of the larger social 

and political forces at play, as Beatie recognizes that her 

individual struggles are linked to broader systemic issues of 

class, gender, and social inequality. 

The significance of Beatie’s final monologue lies in its 

expression of personal agency. Throughout the play, Beatie 

has been torn between her past and her aspirations for the 

future, and her evolving political consciousness has created 

a rift between her and her community. In her final 

monologue, however, Beatie finds clarity and resolves to 

embrace her identity as a politically conscious, self-aware 
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individual. The monologue serves as both a cathartic release 

and an empowering moment for Beatie, as she takes 

ownership of her narrative and asserts her place in the 

world. 

Wesker’s decision to give Beatie such a powerful final 

moment highlights the central theme of the play: the 

potential for personal transformation through political and 

intellectual engagement. By ending the play with Beatie’s 

assertion of her agency, Wesker not only celebrates the 

individual’s capacity for change but also suggests that social 

change is possible through the awakening of political 

consciousness. 

In conclusion, Wesker’s use of naturalistic dialogue and the 

strategic placement of Beatie’s final monologue underscore 

the play’s commitment to depicting the authentic voices and 

experiences of the working class. The language and realism 

in Roots serve not only to ground the characters in their 

social realities but also to highlight the potential for 

personal and collective change through intellectual 

engagement and political awareness. 

Comparative Analysis 

Common Themes 
Both Look Back in Anger by John Osborne and Roots by 

Arnold Wesker explore shared thematic concerns regarding 

class, identity, and social change. Central to both plays is 

the examination of economic inequalities, alienation, and 

frustration experienced by working-class characters, and the 

complex search for identity and meaning within rigid class 

structures. These themes are not merely reflections of the 

characters’ personal struggles, but also serve as a broader 

critique of the societal frameworks that perpetuate class-

based divisions. 
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Economic Inequalities as a Driving Force of 

Discontent 
In both plays, economic inequality serves as a fundamental 

source of discontent for the protagonists. In Look Back in 

Anger, Jimmy Porter, the disillusioned working-class hero, 

channels his anger into a critique of the economic and social 

structures that trap him in a state of unfulfilled potential. His 

frustration is rooted in the lack of opportunity and the stark 

divide between the working class and the upper classes, 

with Jimmy’s yearning for a different life continually 

clashing against the harsh economic realities he faces. His 

resentment is particularly directed toward Alison, who, as a 

member of the middle class, represents the societal 

privileges that Jimmy perceives as inaccessible to him. 

Similarly, in Roots, Beatie Bryant’s dissatisfaction with her 

working-class existence arises from the economic 

limitations imposed by her rural upbringing. Although her 

family works hard, their economic struggles—tied to the 

cyclical nature of farming and a lack of intellectual or 

political engagement—create a sense of stagnation. Beatie’s 

exposure to progressive ideas and her desire for a more 

meaningful, political life are born out of the economic 

frustration she feels within her community. For both 

characters, the unrelenting presence of economic hardship 

serves as a catalyst for their desires for personal and social 

change. 

Alienation and Frustration Among Working-Class 

Characters 
The sense of alienation that permeates both plays is 

intrinsically linked to the economic and social contexts of 

the working class. Jimmy Porter, in Look Back in Anger, 

experiences alienation on multiple levels. He feels 

disconnected not only from the upper classes but also from 

his own peers, as he cannot find solidarity with those who 
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appear complacent or resigned to their status. Jimmy’s 

bitterness and anger stem from his sense of being out of 

place in both the material world and the emotional sphere. 

His relationships with Alison and Cliff reveal his inner 

turmoil, as he struggles to connect with others while 

simultaneously rejecting the traditional roles and 

expectations imposed by his class position. 

In Roots, Beatie experiences alienation both within her own 

community and in her broader political and intellectual 

awakening. Her family and friends represent a rural, 

working-class life that she is trying to leave behind, but her 

exposure to more progressive ideas makes her feel 

increasingly distanced from them. Beatie’s alienation is 

heightened by her realization that she no longer shares the 

same values and aspirations as the people around her. She 

becomes increasingly aware of the limitations of her 

working-class origins and the cultural disconnection that 

accompanies the attempt to transcend them. This alienation, 

though painful, ultimately becomes the catalyst for Beatie’s 

political and personal transformation. 

The Search for Identity and Meaning Within Rigid 

Class Structures 
Both Jimmy and Beatie are in search of meaning and 

identity within the confines of rigid class structures. Jimmy 

Porter’s search for self-expression is deeply tied to his 

frustration with the class system that he feels has stifled his 

potential. He resents the middle-class complacency that he 

perceives in Alison and other characters, and his anger is 

partially rooted in a deep-seated feeling that his identity is 

denied or disregarded by society. His emotional and 

intellectual isolation becomes a key part of his search for 

meaning—he seeks to understand himself and his position 

in the world, but is constantly thwarted by the expectations 

and limitations imposed by his class. 
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Beatie’s journey in Roots also revolves around the search 

for identity, but hers is marked by a desire to break free 

from the limitations of her rural working-class life. Through 

her exposure to political activism and left-wing ideas, 

Beatie begins to reshape her understanding of herself and 

her role in society. However, this search for a new identity 

comes at the cost of alienation from her family and 

community. Beatie’s struggle is not only about 

understanding her individual self, but also about finding her 

place in a broader social and political context. Her journey 

reflects the tension between maintaining ties to her working-

class roots and embracing a new sense of self that 

transcends those limitations. 

In both Look Back in Anger and Roots, the protagonists’ 

search for identity is bound to their class struggle. They 

both seek a life that offers personal fulfillment, intellectual 

engagement, and political awareness, but their attempts to 

break free from the confines of their social positions reveal 

the deeply entrenched nature of class divisions. The 

characters’ journeys highlight the difficulty of finding 

meaning within rigid class structures and the personal cost 

of attempting to transcend them. 

Contrasts in Approach 
While both Look Back in Anger by John Osborne and Roots 

by Arnold Wesker address the themes of class struggle, 

economic inequality, and personal transformation, the two 

plays differ significantly in their approach to these issues. 

Osborne focuses on the urban working-class masculinity of 

his protagonist, Jimmy Porter, while Wesker explores the 

rural working-class experience through the lens of Beatie 

Bryant’s journey toward self-awareness and political 

consciousness. Additionally, the dramatic styles of the plays 

contrast sharply, with Osborne utilizing anger and 

confrontation as a means of exploring the inner turmoil of 
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his characters, while Wesker employs introspection and 

self-discovery as his central narrative devices. 

Osborne’s Focus on Urban Working-Class 

Masculinity vs. Wesker’s Exploration of Rural 

Life and Female Agency 
In Look Back in Anger, Osborne’s focus is on the figure of 

Jimmy Porter, a working-class man living in a post-war 

urban setting. Jimmy’s anger is not only a response to his 

personal frustrations but also a reflection of his 

disillusionment with the class system and the limited 

opportunities available to him. His masculinity is marked by 

a sense of rebellion against authority, tradition, and the 

social structures that he perceives as responsible for his lack 

of advancement. Jimmy’s sense of impotence in the face of 

economic hardship fuels his resentment, and his interactions 

with the women in his life — particularly his wife, Alison 

— reveal his deep-seated desire to assert control over his 

environment, often through aggressive and confrontational 

means. 

By contrast, Roots is centered around Beatie Bryant, a 

young woman from rural Norfolk who embarks on a 

journey of self-awareness and political awakening. 

Wesker’s exploration of working-class life is not limited to 

the frustrations of the male experience but instead expands 

to include the challenges faced by women, particularly 

within the constraints of rural traditions. Beatie’s story is 

not one of anger and rebellion but of introspection and 

gradual realization. Her agency, while not immediately 

evident, becomes more pronounced as she begins to 

question the values and roles imposed upon her by both her 

working-class upbringing and the patriarchal structures of 

her community. Beatie’s transformation is marked by her 

growing political awareness and her struggle to reconcile 
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her aspirations for a better life with the traditions of her 

rural origins. 

Thus, Osborne’s urban focus on male discontent contrasts 

sharply with Wesker’s rural exploration of female agency. 

While Jimmy Porter’s masculinity is defined by his anger 

and frustration with a system that he believes has failed him, 

Beatie’s journey is about self-discovery and empowerment 

as she learns to navigate her identity and societal 

expectations within a rural working-class environment. 

The Use of Anger and Confrontation (Look Back in 

Anger) vs. Introspection and Self-Discovery (Roots) 
One of the most defining features of Look Back in Anger is 

its portrayal of anger as a central emotional force. Jimmy 

Porter’s anger is explosive, immediate, and all-consuming. 

It manifests in his relationships with others, particularly 

with Alison, and serves as a means of confronting the 

oppressive realities of his life. The play is often 

characterized by its intense, confrontational dialogue, where 

characters frequently engage in verbal battles, attempting to 

assert dominance over one another. Jimmy’s emotional 

outbursts reflect a larger societal frustration with the class 

system and a deep-seated desire to break free from the 

constraints of his social position. For Jimmy, anger is a tool 

of both self-expression and self-destruction, as he seems 

unable to find any meaningful outlet for his frustration other 

than in harsh confrontation with those around him. 

In contrast, Wesker’s Roots is a quieter, more introspective 

exploration of self-discovery. Beatie’s internal journey is 

marked by reflection rather than external confrontation. 

Instead of lashing out at the world around her, Beatie’s 

conflict is one of personal reconciliation, as she gradually 

comes to terms with her own identity and place within the 

broader social and political landscape. Her emotional and 
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intellectual development is more about finding a voice for 

herself within a rigid system rather than seeking to destroy 

or confront it head-on. While her journey involves moments 

of conflict, particularly with her family and community, 

these moments are often quieter and more focused on 

Beatie’s own realization and change. Wesker emphasizes 

introspection and intellectual engagement as key 

mechanisms of transformation, rather than external conflict. 

The contrasts between the two plays in this regard are not 

only stylistic but also thematic. Osborne’s use of anger and 

confrontation speaks to the urgency and bitterness of post-

war disillusionment, particularly among the working class. 

Jimmy’s anger is a direct response to the lack of agency he 

feels in a society that has failed him, and it drives much of 

the drama’s tension. By contrast, Wesker’s focus on 

introspection and self-discovery reflects a more hopeful, 

albeit slower, process of change. Beatie’s self-awareness is 

not achieved through explosive action but through quiet 

contemplation and political engagement. This contrast 

highlights the difference in the social and emotional 

landscapes of the two plays: Osborne’s Look Back in Anger 

is a cry of frustration against an oppressive system, while 

Wesker’s Roots suggests that change is possible through 

personal reflection and the cultivation of political 

consciousness. 

In conclusion, while both Look Back in Anger and Roots 

engage with themes of class struggle and personal 

transformation, they do so through contrasting approaches. 

Osborne’s focus on urban working-class masculinity, anger, 

and confrontation stands in contrast to Wesker’s exploration 

of rural life, female agency, and introspection. These 

differences in approach reflect not only the different social 

contexts of the plays but also the distinct emotional 
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landscapes that define the characters’ journeys toward self-

awareness and social change. 

 Stylistic and Structural Differences 
The stylistic and structural differences between John 

Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and Arnold Wesker’s Roots 

are crucial in shaping how each play portrays class issues 

and personal transformation. Osborne's Look Back in Anger 

is characterized by raw emotionalism, heightened conflict, 

and a focus on visceral confrontations, while Wesker’s 

Roots adopts a quieter, more reflective tone, emphasizing 

introspection and the gradual process of self-awareness. 

These differences are also reflected in how the two 

playwrights use symbolism and literal representation to 

address class struggles, with Osborne relying on symbolic 

gestures and dramatic monologues, while Wesker grounds 

his narrative in the literal struggles of working-class life. 

Osborne’s Raw Emotionalism and Heightened 

Conflict vs. Wesker’s Quieter, More Reflective Tone 
In Look Back in Anger, Osborne’s approach to drama is 

often intense and emotionally charged. The play’s dialogue 

is sharp, confrontational, and laced with frustration, as the 

protagonist Jimmy Porter directs his anger outwardly at 

those around him. The raw emotionalism of the play is 

evident in the explosive verbal clashes between Jimmy and 

his wife Alison, as well as in his disdain for the 

complacency of those he considers part of the upper classes. 

Osborne uses heightened conflict as a vehicle for exploring 

the emotional and psychological toll of class frustration, 

with Jimmy’s outbursts embodying the pent-up anger of a 

disillusioned working-class youth. These heightened 

moments of conflict create a sense of urgency, making the 

class struggles in the play feel immediate and raw. 
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In contrast, Wesker’s Roots adopts a more subdued and 

reflective tone. While the play deals with similar themes of 

class struggle and personal transformation, Wesker’s style is 

more focused on the internal process of self-discovery. 

Beatie Bryant’s journey is not one of immediate emotional 

outbursts but of quiet reflection and gradual political and 

intellectual awakening. Wesker’s tone is marked by a sense 

of introspection, as Beatie’s inner turmoil unfolds through 

more contemplative dialogue and her evolving sense of self. 

Rather than explosive confrontations, Wesker’s conflicts are 

often internal, involving Beatie’s wrestling with her past 

and her newfound awareness of the world beyond her rural 

working-class roots. This quieter approach allows Wesker to 

explore the subtleties of class and identity with a reflective 

tone that contrasts sharply with the emotional intensity of 

Osborne’s work. 

The Symbolic Versus the Literal in Addressing Class 

Issues 
The ways in which Osborne and Wesker address class 

issues also differ in their use of symbolism versus literal 

representation. In Look Back in Anger, Osborne often relies 

on symbolic elements to express the class struggles and 

emotional complexities of his characters. Jimmy’s anger, for 

example, can be seen as symbolic of the broader frustrations 

of the working class in post-war Britain. His outbursts, 

though personal, echo the larger societal discontent of a 

generation that feels trapped by economic limitations and a 

rigid class system. The recurring image of the "bear and 

squirrel" game, a playful but ultimately hollow pastime, 

serves as a symbol of escapism and the inability of 

characters to fully confront their social reality. Through 

such symbols, Osborne creates a heightened sense of 

emotional drama, where personal frustrations are intimately 

connected to broader social issues. 
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In contrast, Wesker's Roots is more grounded in the literal 

realities of working-class life. The economic struggles of 

Beatie’s family and her journey from rural Norfolk to self-

awareness are depicted through direct, realistic portrayals of 

daily life. Wesker avoids overt symbolism in favor of 

presenting class issues in a straightforward, unembellished 

manner. The play’s realism lies in its focus on the 

characters’ actual experiences and struggles—Beatie’s 

tensions with her family, her exposure to new political 

ideas, and her eventual decision to move away from her 

past. Wesker’s depiction of class is thus more literal, 

focusing on the concrete realities of life in a rural, working-

class environment. While symbolism is present in the play, 

particularly in Beatie’s final monologue, the focus remains 

on the material and emotional conditions that shape the 

characters’ lives. 

By choosing to use more symbolic devices in Look Back in 

Anger and a more literal approach in Roots, the playwrights 

reflect their differing perspectives on class and social 

change. Osborne’s symbolic gestures are often used to 

highlight the emotional and psychological landscape of the 

working class, while Wesker’s more grounded approach 

emphasizes the practical and material aspects of class 

struggles. Both approaches serve to illuminate the central 

concerns of each play, but they do so in ways that reveal 

different attitudes toward the relationship between personal 

identity and class. 

In conclusion, the stylistic and structural differences 

between Look Back in Anger and Roots are significant in 

shaping the plays’ treatment of class issues. Osborne’s raw 

emotionalism and heightened conflict create a sense of 

urgency and frustration, while Wesker’s quieter, more 

reflective tone provides a space for introspection and 

gradual change. Similarly, Osborne’s symbolic approach 
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contrasts with Wesker’s more literal representation of class 

struggles, highlighting the different ways in which each 

playwright engages with the realities of working-class life. 

These differences underscore the distinctive voices of the 

two plays and reflect the broader social and emotional 

contexts in which they were written. 

Thematic Significance and Broader Implications 

The Role of Theatre in Addressing Class Issues 
Both Look Back in Anger by John Osborne and Roots by 

Arnold Wesker play a crucial role in addressing the deep-

seated class inequalities in post-war Britain. Through their 

portrayals of working-class struggles, economic frustrations, 

and personal identity conflicts, the plays not only engage 

with the social realities of their time but also contribute to 

the broader cultural conversation about class inequality and 

social mobility. By bringing these issues to the stage, both 

Osborne and Wesker use theatre as a powerful tool for 

social critique, compelling audiences to reflect on the 

systemic inequalities that shape their world. 

Contributing to the Cultural Conversation about 

Class Inequality in Britain 
In the post-war period, Britain faced significant economic 

challenges, including the decline of the industrial economy, 

widespread unemployment, and housing shortages. These 

conditions contributed to widespread social discontent, 

particularly among the working class, who were 

increasingly aware of their economic marginalization. 

Theatre, as a popular and accessible art form, became an 

important platform for addressing these issues, providing 

both a reflection of and a response to the social and political 

climate. 

Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, first performed in 1956, was 

a revolutionary work that broke with the conventions of 
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traditional British theatre. Prior to its debut, the British stage 

was largely dominated by plays that upheld middle-class 

values and avoided direct confrontation with class issues. 

Osborne’s play, however, brought working-class characters 

and their struggles to the forefront, using the character of 

Jimmy Porter to voice the anger and disillusionment of a 

generation of working-class youth. Through its raw 

emotionalism and the portrayal of Jimmy’s existential 

dissatisfaction, Look Back in Anger was one of the key 

works that led to the rise of the "Angry Young Men" 

movement. The play’s stark portrayal of class resentment 

and personal frustration resonated with audiences and 

invited them to question the social structures that 

perpetuated inequality. In doing so, it helped to shift the 

cultural conversation toward a more critical examination of 

class relations and the limitations imposed by a rigid class 

system. 

Similarly, Wesker’s Roots, performed in 1958, brought 

attention to the economic struggles and social mobility of 

working-class characters, but with a focus on the rural 

working class and the experiences of women. Beatie 

Bryant’s journey from rural Norfolk to political awareness 

and self-discovery highlights the ways in which the working 

class, particularly in rural areas, was often overlooked in 

discussions about class inequality. Through Beatie’s 

character, Wesker addresses the broader implications of 

social change, as she navigates the tension between her 

traditional working-class roots and the emerging political 

movements of the time. By focusing on Beatie’s internal 

struggle and her quest for personal and political agency, 

Wesker expands the scope of the conversation about class, 

presenting a more nuanced exploration of the intersection of 

gender, class, and political consciousness. 
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Both plays contributed to the post-war cultural conversation 

by challenging the prevailing social norms and offering a 

platform for voices that had been marginalized in traditional 

British theatre. They dramatized the lived experiences of the 

working class in ways that were not only socially relevant 

but also politically provocative. By focusing on the 

emotional and psychological impact of class inequalities, 

the plays provided a space for critical reflection on the 

nature of social justice and the potential for change. 

The Role of Theatre as a Vehicle for Social Change 

Theatre has long been a medium through which societal 

issues are explored, challenged, and reimagined. Both Look 

Back in Anger and Roots demonstrate the power of theatre 

to critique the status quo and promote social change. 

Through their vivid portrayal of class struggles, both plays 

raised important questions about the role of the state, the 

welfare system, and individual agency in addressing 

economic inequality. By putting working-class characters at 

the center of the narrative, Osborne and Wesker not only 

humanized the experiences of those often excluded from 

dominant cultural discourses but also invited audiences to 

confront the realities of class-based oppression. 

Moreover, the emotional intensity of Look Back in Anger 

and the introspective journey in Roots have lasting 

implications for how theatre can engage with its audience. 

Osborne’s play, with its raw emotionalism and 

confrontational style, challenged audiences to confront the 

bitterness and frustration of working-class youth, calling 

attention to the dangers of unchecked anger and alienation. 

In contrast, Wesker’s quieter, more reflective approach 

suggested that social change could be achieved through 

personal growth and political awareness, demonstrating the 

power of introspection and self-discovery in overcoming 

systemic barriers. 
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In this way, both plays contribute to the broader cultural 

conversation about class inequality by exploring not only 

the economic aspects of class but also the emotional and 

psychological consequences of living within a class system. 

They invite audiences to examine their own roles in 

perpetuating or challenging these inequalities and encourage 

critical reflection on the possibility of social transformation. 

In conclusion, both Look Back in Anger and Roots play 

significant roles in addressing class inequality in post-war 

Britain. Through their powerful portrayals of working-class 

struggles, the plays contributed to the cultural conversation 

about class and social change, providing audiences with 

new perspectives on the issues of the time. By using theatre 

as a platform for social critique, Osborne and Wesker 

helped to shape the discourse around class inequality and its 

implications for the broader social and political landscape. 

Legacy of Osborne and Wesker 
The enduring relevance of John Osborne’s Look Back in 

Anger and Arnold Wesker’s Roots in contemporary 

discussions on economic disparities speaks to the lasting 

impact of these plays in shaping the cultural and social 

discourse about class and inequality. Both playwrights 

provided powerful portrayals of the working-class 

experience, offering narratives that continue to resonate 

with audiences grappling with issues of social mobility, 

economic inequity, and the complexities of identity within 

rigid class structures. As the world continues to experience 

economic challenges, from income inequality to the impact 

of globalization on working-class communities, the themes 

of both Osborne and Wesker’s works remain relevant and 

influential in understanding the persistent nature of class 

disparities. 
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The Relevance of Class Struggles in Contemporary 

Society 
In today’s world, where debates around wealth distribution, 

economic justice, and the widening gap between the rich 

and the poor continue to dominate political and social 

discussions, the works of Osborne and Wesker remain 

poignant. Look Back in Anger, with its focus on the anger 

and frustration of a working-class youth alienated by a 

system that favors the elite, has continued relevance in the 

context of growing discontent among younger generations. 

Economic instability, rising housing costs, and limited job 

opportunities for working-class youth echo the struggles 

Jimmy Porter faces in Osborne’s play. The frustration of 

individuals who feel they are left behind in a system that 

seems to reward the privileged few continues to find 

expression in both theatre and real-life protests against 

systemic inequality. 

Similarly, Wesker’s Roots remains significant in its 

exploration of class mobility and the emotional 

consequences of disconnection from one’s roots. As 

contemporary society grapples with issues such as rural 

depopulation, the decline of agricultural industries, and the 

increasing urbanization of previously rural communities, the 

struggles of Beatie Bryant and her journey from rural 

working-class life to political awakening remain relevant. 

Wesker’s exploration of how economic conditions shape 

individual aspirations and relationships speaks to the 

broader tension between traditional ways of life and the 

pressures of modernity that many individuals still face 

today. The generational and cultural disconnect between 

rural and urban communities, which is central to Roots, 

finds resonance in contemporary discussions about the value 

of rural labor, the erosion of community bonds, and the 

struggles of rural working-class individuals to gain 

recognition within broader social and political movements. 
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Cultural and Political Impact 
Osborne and Wesker's work laid the foundation for further 

exploration of class and identity in British theatre and 

beyond. Look Back in Anger helped establish the "Angry 

Young Men" movement, which centered on working-class 

disillusionment and the rejection of traditional social 

structures. The play’s success, both critically and 

commercially, made it a defining work of the post-war era, 

and it paved the way for a generation of playwrights who 

explored issues of class, identity, and social justice. 

Osborne’s visceral portrayal of working-class anger 

continues to inspire contemporary theatre that seeks to give 

voice to marginalized communities and challenge 

entrenched power structures. 

In the case of Wesker, his commitment to exploring the 

complexities of working-class life, particularly through the 

lens of gender and political awakening, has influenced 

modern dramaturgy that focuses on the intersectionality of 

class, gender, and race. His realistic depiction of Beatie’s 

self-discovery and the way in which economic realities 

shape personal identity continue to serve as a model for 

playwrights who seek to depict working-class characters 

with authenticity and depth. Wesker’s exploration of social 

change and political consciousness has inspired generations 

of writers to address the emotional and intellectual 

challenges of navigating class inequality and striving for 

social justice. 

The political and social implications of Osborne and 

Wesker’s work also remain influential in contemporary 

debates about the role of the state, social welfare, and 

economic policies. Both playwrights, through their 

depictions of the working class, advocate for greater 

attention to the systemic forces that perpetuate class 

inequality. Osborne’s portrayal of Jimmy’s resentment 
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toward the upper class and Wesker’s emphasis on Beatie’s 

awakening to the power dynamics of class and politics both 

underscore the need for structural changes that can address 

economic disparities. Their work encourages continued 

reflection on the failures of systems that reinforce class-

based divisions and highlights the importance of addressing 

the root causes of inequality. 

Theatre as a Platform for Social Change 
Osborne and Wesker’s legacy also lies in their use of theatre 

as a platform for social change. Their plays demonstrate the 

power of drama to challenge social norms, provoke critical 

thinking, and inspire dialogue around pressing issues. The 

social critiques embedded in both Look Back in Anger and 

Roots show how theatre can be used not only as 

entertainment but also as a tool for raising awareness about 

the lived experiences of marginalized groups. As 

contemporary audiences continue to face questions of 

economic justice and inequality, the thematic concerns of 

Osborne and Wesker provide a valuable historical and 

cultural reference for understanding how the arts can engage 

with and influence broader societal issues. 

In conclusion, the legacy of John Osborne and Arnold 

Wesker endures in the continued relevance of their plays in 

contemporary discussions of economic disparity. Through 

their evocative portrayals of working-class life and the 

emotional impact of class struggles, Osborne and Wesker 

have shaped the way theatre addresses issues of class 

inequality, gender, and social change. As society grapples 

with ongoing economic challenges, their works remain 

poignant, offering powerful insights into the complexities of 

social mobility, identity, and the struggle for social justice. 

The thematic significance of their plays continues to inspire 

both theatremakers and audiences to reflect on the realities 

of class and to advocate for a more equitable future. 



43 
 

Broader Cultural Resonance 
The plays Look Back in Anger by John Osborne and Roots 

by Arnold Wesker not only reflect the specific economic 

and class struggles of post-war Britain but also resonate 

with broader, universal themes of class oppression, 

economic hardship, and the human desire for social 

mobility. Their exploration of these issues transcends time 

and place, offering insights into the ongoing struggles faced 

by marginalized and working-class communities across the 

world. Through their vivid portrayal of personal and societal 

conflicts, both plays illuminate the ways in which class-

based inequalities shape individuals' lives, aspirations, and 

relationships, making them relevant to contemporary 

audiences grappling with similar challenges. 

Universal Struggles with Class and Economic 

Oppression 
At their core, both Look Back in Anger and Roots address 

the deep emotional and psychological impact of economic 

inequality and social stratification. Jimmy Porter, in Look 

Back in Anger, embodies the anger and frustration of a 

working-class youth who feels excluded from the privileges 

of the upper class. His bitterness is not just about his 

personal circumstances but about the broader systemic 

forces that keep him trapped in a cycle of economic 

disadvantage. Similarly, Beatie Bryant in Roots confronts 

the limitations placed on her by her working-class 

upbringing, grappling with the tension between her rural 

roots and her desire for political consciousness and self-

empowerment. Both characters’ struggles to navigate their 

socioeconomic status echo universal experiences of 

individuals who feel the weight of economic oppression and 

the limitations of their social class. 

Across cultures and time periods, the themes of economic 

struggle and the desire for upward mobility are common. In 
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contemporary society, these themes are reflected in ongoing 

debates about wealth inequality, the shrinking middle class, 

and the increasing divide between the rich and the poor. 

Issues such as access to education, healthcare, and 

affordable housing, as well as the challenges of obtaining 

job security and fair wages, are all part of the broader 

economic struggles that mirror the situations depicted in 

these plays. The sense of alienation, frustration, and anger 

felt by characters like Jimmy and Beatie resonates deeply 

with modern audiences who face similar struggles in their 

own communities. 

The depiction of class-based resentment in Osborne’s play 

speaks to a universal desire for recognition and respect. 

Jimmy’s resentment towards the upper class and his feeling 

of being trapped in a dead-end job reflect a broader societal 

issue: the devaluation of working-class labor and the lack of 

social recognition for working-class contributions. In 

Wesker’s Roots, Beatie’s internal conflict reflects the 

universal human struggle for self-identity and dignity in a 

system that marginalizes certain groups based on their class 

or background. Her journey from rural Norfolk to self-

awareness and political consciousness mirrors the 

experiences of many who seek to break free from the 

constraints of their upbringing and fight for social change. 

Class Struggles Across Generations and Cultures 
While Look Back in Anger and Roots are specifically 

grounded in mid-20th-century British society, their 

exploration of class struggles and economic oppression 

speaks to broader, more universal themes that continue to 

resonate across generations and cultures. For example, the 

portrayal of the working class as alienated from society and 

the ruling elite can be seen in various global movements, 

such as labor rights movements, anti-austerity protests, and 

the rise of populist political movements that challenge the 
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entrenched power structures of capitalism. In many ways, 

the experiences depicted in these plays—of frustration, 

disenchantment, and a longing for social change—are not 

limited to one particular time or place but are shared by 

people across the world who experience similar struggles 

against systems of inequality. 

Furthermore, the characters’ emotional and psychological 

turmoil, as they confront the rigid social structures around 

them, resonates with contemporary discussions of identity 

and the impact of socio-economic status on personal 

development. For many individuals today, the emotional 

weight of growing up in poverty or in a marginalized 

community can lead to feelings of inadequacy, anger, and 

frustration, much like the characters in these plays. The 

desire for a sense of purpose, for the possibility of a better 

life, and for the freedom to overcome societal limitations are 

all universal human aspirations that transcend national 

borders and historical periods. 

The Theatre's Role in Highlighting Universal Issues 
Both Osborne and Wesker utilized the medium of theatre to 

address these universal struggles, providing a platform for 

working-class voices to be heard and for social critiques to 

be explored. Theatre, as a public and accessible art form, 

continues to be a powerful vehicle for addressing societal 

issues and highlighting the experiences of marginalized 

groups. By focusing on the personal, emotional experiences 

of their characters, Osborne and Wesker made the complex 

issue of class inequality both relatable and immediate. This 

personal focus allowed them to create narratives that spoke 

not only to the British working class but also to audiences 

worldwide who have experienced similar forms of 

economic oppression. 
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In contemporary theatre, the themes explored in Look Back 

in Anger and Roots continue to inform works that deal with 

social and economic injustice. Modern playwrights who 

tackle issues such as class inequality, racial injustice, and 

economic hardship often draw inspiration from the raw 

emotionalism of Osborne’s portrayal of anger and 

frustration, as well as from Wesker’s nuanced exploration of 

personal growth and political awakening. The continued 

relevance of these plays attests to the enduring power of 

theatre to reflect the struggles of individuals and 

communities facing economic and social oppression. 

Global Relevance of Class and Economic Inequality 
The global resonance of the issues addressed in Look Back 

in Anger and Roots can also be seen in the growing 

conversations around global economic disparities. 

Economic inequality is not confined to one country but is a 

pressing issue worldwide, from the struggles of low-income 

workers in the United States and Europe to the systemic 

poverty in developing countries. The characters in both 

plays embody the frustrations and aspirations of those who 

are excluded from the economic opportunities that others 

take for granted. This universality helps these works endure, 

as they speak to the shared human experience of living in a 

world where social and economic inequalities continue to 

shape individuals' lives, relationships, and futures. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, both Look Back in Anger and Roots address 

universal struggles with class and economic oppression that 

transcend the specific historical and cultural contexts of 

mid-20th-century Britain. These plays offer poignant 

insights into the emotional, psychological, and social 

consequences of class inequality, reflecting the ongoing 

challenges faced by individuals and communities around the 

world. Through their raw depictions of working-class 
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frustration, alienation, and the desire for social change, 

Osborne and Wesker created works that continue to resonate 

with contemporary audiences, highlighting the enduring 

relevance of their themes and the universal nature of the 

struggles they depict. 

Conclusion 

1. Restatement of Key Points 
John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger and Arnold Wesker’s 

Roots serve as profound critiques of the economic and class 

inequalities that permeated post-war British society, 

offering poignant portrayals of the frustrations, alienation, 

and aspirations of working-class individuals. Both plays 

illustrate how class divisions affect personal identities and 

relationships, and how economic disparities lead to social 

unrest and emotional turmoil. Through their depictions of 

characters struggling within a rigid class system, Osborne 

and Wesker shed light on the pervasive impact of social and 

economic oppression, portraying the working class not as 

passive victims but as individuals grappling with systemic 

injustice. 

In Look Back in Anger, Osborne captures the intense 

frustration of Jimmy Porter, a young man embittered by the 

lack of opportunities and recognition afforded to the 

working class. Through Jimmy’s confrontational attitude 

and seething anger, Osborne critiques the lack of social 

mobility and the suffocating weight of class expectations. 

Conversely, Wesker’s Roots portrays Beatie Bryant’s 

journey from rural Norfolk to self-awareness and political 

consciousness, highlighting the class struggles of 

agricultural workers and the tension between tradition and 

change. Beatie’s internal conflict represents the broader 

struggle of those caught between the past and the future, 
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tradition and progress, as they seek to transcend their 

working-class roots. 

Despite their shared focus on class struggles, Osborne and 

Wesker employ contrasting methods to convey their 

messages. Osborne’s raw emotionalism and aggressive 

confrontation are central to his portrayal of class frustration, 

as exemplified by Jimmy’s explosive anger and the 

heightened conflicts in the play. His work is characterized 

by a more visceral, immediate portrayal of anger and 

disillusionment. In contrast, Wesker takes a quieter, more 

reflective approach, focusing on introspection and self-

discovery. Through Beatie’s journey of political awakening, 

Wesker emphasizes personal growth and the role of 

education and awareness in challenging social norms. The 

differences in their narrative styles—Osborne’s emotional, 

confrontational tone versus Wesker’s introspective, gradual 

character development—highlight distinct ways of 

addressing the same issue of class inequality. 

Both playwrights, however, demonstrate the power of 

theatre as a medium for social critique. Their works remain 

relevant, offering timeless insights into the ongoing 

struggles for social justice and economic equity. By 

exposing the deep-rooted inequalities that shape individuals’ 

lives, Osborne and Wesker continue to inspire contemporary 

audiences to reflect on the complex relationship between 

class, identity, and power. Their works stand as enduring 

testaments to the ability of theatre to challenge societal 

norms and provoke important conversations about the 

systems of oppression that persist today. 
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Final Thoughts 
Revisiting Look Back in Anger by John Osborne and Roots 

by Arnold Wesker is crucial for understanding the ongoing 

relevance of class struggles in modern society. Though 

written in the mid-20th century, both plays tackle economic 

inequality, social mobility, and the emotional consequences 

of class divisions—issues still highly relevant today. As 

wealth inequality widens and the working class faces 

increasing marginalization, these plays’ themes remain 

impactful. 

The alienation and frustration felt by characters like Jimmy 

Porter and Beatie Bryant mirror the experiences of many 

individuals today who feel disconnected from the economic 

opportunities available to the privileged few. As systemic 

barriers to upward mobility persist, the social critiques in 

these plays serve as a reminder of the challenges working-

class individuals face. 

Both plays also explore how class shapes identity, 

aspirations, and relationships, providing valuable insight 

into the psychological and emotional dimensions of class 

oppression. In an era of global movements for social justice, 

these works offer important reflections on the emotional toll 

of socioeconomic disparity. 

Ultimately, Look Back in Anger and Roots show that class 

struggles are not relics of the past but continue to shape 

individuals’ lives today. These plays emphasize the role of 

theatre in confronting systemic inequalities, urging 

contemporary audiences to challenge the enduring fight for 

economic justice and equality. 
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Future Research Directions 

Intersectionality in Class Representation 

Research could explore how class intersects with 

race, gender, and sexuality in contemporary British 

drama, with a focus on playwrights like Sarah Kane 

and Caryl Churchill, to better understand how these 

factors shape working-class experiences today. 

Post-Thatcher Representations of Class 

Future studies could examine how post-Thatcher 

shifts in Britain’s class system—marked by industrial 

decline and increased wealth inequality—are 

reflected in the works of playwrights like David Hare 

and Roy Williams. 

Kitchen Sink Realism in Modern Theatre 

While "kitchen sink" realism was key in representing 

working-class struggles in the 1950s and 1960s, 

research could explore how modern playwrights 

balance realism with other styles in addressing class 

issues. 

Working-Class Voices in Digital Media 

With the rise of digital media, research could examine 

how working-class narratives in film, television, and 

web series diverge from traditional portrayals on 

stage. 

Brexit and Working-Class Drama 

Post-Brexit, there is a renewed focus on class identity 

and inequality. Future research could analyze how 

Brexit influences contemporary British drama, 

particularly the experiences of working-class 

communities. 
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Global Perspectives on Class in Theatre 

Expanding research to include global working-class 

representations could provide insights into how 

British working-class struggles compare to those in 

other socio-political contexts. 

Female Working-Class Representation 

Focusing on the portrayal of working-class women in 

contemporary theatre could shed light on how these 

depictions challenge gender norms and contribute to 

feminist discourse in the field. 

These directions will deepen the understanding of working-

class life in modern British drama, ensuring that class issues 

remain relevant in cultural discussions. 
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