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A Critical Study of John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger 
 

Look Back in Anger: A Post-World War-II British Drama: 

 

The first performance of Look Back in Anger on 8th May 1956 at the Royal Court 

Theatre marked a watershed moment in British theatre. Written by John Osborne in the 

aftermath of World War II, the play gave expression to a generation disillusioned with the 

promises of post-war reconstruction. It introduced into the theatrical space a new kind of 

protagonist- the “Angry Young Man”- whose frustrations with class inequality, emotional 

sterility, and cultural stagnation reshaped modern drama. 

 

Post-War Crisis and the Angry Young Man: 

 

After World War II, Britain faced deep economic, social, and cultural crises. Although 

the Welfare State promised equality, reality showed: 

• Slow economic recovery and unemployment 

• Decline of British Empire and national confidence 

• Persistent class divisions 

• Frustration among educated lower-middle-class youth as although they were benefitted 

from the Education Act of 1944, they found their aspirations thwarted by the rigidities 

of social and class structures. 

• A sense of loss of identity and purpose 

Traditional literature and theatre did not reflect these new realities, leading to a cultural gap. 

 

Angry Young Man Movement 

 

The term “Angry Young Man” was used to describe a group of British writers in the 

1950s who expressed anger, frustration, and rebellion against social inequality and 

middle-class hypocrisy through their working-class, or lower-middle-class heroes (or 

anti-heroes). 

Major Writers: 

• John Osborne (Look Back in Anger) 

• Kingsley Amis (Lucky Jim appeared in 1954) 

• Alan Sillitoe 

• John Wain (Hurry on Down) 

The movement was not formally organized but reflected a shared attitude of 

disillusionment and protest. 

 

Jimmy Porter as Prototype 

 

Embittered and angry at the betrayal of the promise of the Brave New World, Jimmy 

Porter fights a lone battle against sham and hypocrisies of the world surrounding him and 

becomes the archetypal Angry Young Man: 

• Educated but economically unsuccessful 

• Constantly critical of class privilege 

• Emotionally intense and verbally aggressive 

• Frustrated with the lack of meaning in modern life 

He represents a generation that feels betrayed by post-war promises of progress and 

equality. 

Angry Young Man in Indian Cinema 
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The idea of the Angry Young Man also became popular in Indian cinema, especially 

through the actor Amitabh Bachchan, who symbolized rage against corruption, injustice, and 

social inequality in the 1970s. 

Key Films featuring Amitabh Bachchan as Angry Young Man: 

• Zanjeer (1973) 

• Deewaar (1975) 

• Trishul (1978) 

• Kaala Patthar (1979) 

In these films, he represents the frustrated common man fighting a corrupt system, 

similar in spirit to Jimmy Porter, though in a more action-oriented cinematic form. 

 

John Osborne’s Dramatic Vision and Other Works: 

 

John Osborne (1929-1994) was a major British dramatist who revolutionized post-war 

theatre with his play Look Back in Anger (1956). Born in London, he had a troubled childhood 

and left formal education early, which contributed to his sense of alienation. Before becoming 

a playwright, he worked as an actor and journalist, gaining practical experience in theatre. 

His breakthrough came with Look Back in Anger, which introduced the “Angry Young 

Man” figure and brought working-class frustration and realism to the stage, marking a shift 

from traditional upper-class drama. His later plays, such as The Entertainer (1957), Luther 

(1961), and Inadmissible Evidence (1964), continued to explore themes of rebellion, identity 

crisis, and social disillusionment. 

Osborne’s style is marked by intense emotion, powerful monologues, and social 

criticism. His works significantly influenced modern British drama by giving voice to a 

discontented generation after World War II. 

 

Structure, Setting and Brief Plot Outline of Look Back in Anger: 

 

The play’s three-act structure provides a formal framework, but its dramatic movement 

is primarily emotional rather than action-driven.  

The single setting- a cramped attic flat in the Midlands, England, shared by Jimmy 

Porter, Alison, and Cliff- creates a claustrophobic environment that mirrors the characters’ 

psychological confinement. The entire action takes place in this single domestic space, mainly 

during that reinforces a sense of monotony and stagnation. 

The plot revolves around Jimmy’s turbulent relationship with his wife Alison, 

complicated by the presence of Cliff and later Helena. Alison’s departure, Helena’s 

involvement with Jimmy, and Alison’s eventual return structure the emotional arc of the play. 

However, the cyclical ending suggests that true resolution remains elusive. 

 

Act-wise Plot Summary of Look Back in Anger: 

 

Act I: Establishment of Domestic Conflict 

The play opens in a small attic flat in the Midlands shared by Jimmy Porter, his wife 

Alison, and their friend Cliff. It is a typical Sunday afternoon, which immediately establishes 

a mood of boredom and emotional stagnation. Jimmy is seen reading newspapers while 

expressing intense dissatisfaction with society, politics, and the upper class. 

From the beginning, Jimmy’s frustration is directed particularly at Alison, whose 

aristocratic background becomes a constant source of tension. His language is sharp, sarcastic, 

and emotionally aggressive, revealing both intellectual brilliance and emotional instability. 



3 | P a g e  
Study material prepared by Dr. Tanima Dutta 

Alison, in contrast, remains largely silent, enduring Jimmy’s verbal attacks without open 

resistance. 

Cliff plays the role of a mediator, providing warmth and balance in the household. The 

act establishes the central conflict: Jimmy’s anger versus Alison’s silence, and the broader clash 

of class and emotion. 

 

Act II: Intensification of Emotional and Moral Conflict 

The second act introduces Helena Charles, Alison’s friend and an actress, who arrives 

and is immediately disturbed by Jimmy’s behaviour. Helena represents conventional morality 

and initially disapproves of Jimmy’s aggressive attitude. 

Tension increases when Alison confides in Helena about her suffering in marriage and 

reveals that she is pregnant but has not informed Jimmy. Helena urges Alison to leave him, 

believing that the relationship is destructive. 

Alison eventually decides to leave Jimmy and returns to her father, Colonel Redfern. Jimmy 

reacts with anger and emotional detachment rather than sorrow, suggesting his inability to 

express vulnerability. 

After Alison’s departure, Helena unexpectedly becomes involved with Jimmy. This 

shift marks a major transformation in relationships, exposing emotional contradictions and 

moral ambiguity. Jimmy’s relationship with Helena is calmer but lacks the intensity of his 

earlier marriage. 

 

Act III: Crisis, Return, and Ambiguous Resolution 

In the final act, the emotional consequences of earlier events unfold. Alison returns to 

Jimmy after suffering a miscarriage. This event is deeply symbolic, representing loss, 

emotional breakdown, and the destruction of potential new life. 

Alison’s return forces Jimmy to confront genuine emotional pain for the first time, 

something he has often demanded from others but rarely experienced himself. This moment 

marks a shift in their relationship dynamic. 

Helena, recognising the moral and emotional complexity of the situation, decides to 

leave Jimmy and steps away from the relationship. Her departure restores a form of moral order 

but also highlights the instability of her earlier decisions. 

The play ends with Jimmy and Alison reunited, returning to their private “bear and 

squirrel” game. While this suggests reconciliation, the ending remains ambiguous. Their retreat 

into fantasy implies emotional survival rather than true resolution, leaving the future of their 

relationship uncertain. 

 

 

Character Sketches in Look Back in Anger 

 

Jimmy Porter: The Angry Young Man 

 

Jimmy Porter stands at the emotional and ideological centre of the play. Educated at 

university but economically insecure, he represents the post-war generation whose intellectual 

training has not led to social or financial success. He runs a small sweet stall business with 

his friend Cliff, symbolizing his downward mobility and frustration. 

Jimmy’s anger is directed at: 

• Class privilege and aristocratic complacency 

• Emotional numbness in modern society 

• Intellectual mediocrity and hypocrisy 
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His profession (or lack of stable professional identity) intensifies his sense of failure. He is 

highly articulate, and his language becomes both a weapon of protest and a source of 

alienation. He embodies the classic “Angry Young Man”- a figure who is intellectually aware 

but socially powerless, trapped between insight and impotence. 

 

Alison Porter: Silence and Suffering 

 

Alison Porter comes from an upper-class background and is the daughter of a retired 

military officer. She has no professional occupation and represents the privileged but 

emotionally constrained aristocratic class. 

Her silence and passivity reflect: 

• Aristocratic upbringing based on restraint 

• Emotional repression in the face of Jimmy’s aggression 

• Internal conflict between loyalty and self-preservation 

Her miscarriage becomes a central symbolic event, representing loss, emotional 

breakdown, and the collapse of hope. Alison’s character embodies quiet endurance rather 

than resistance, highlighting the emotional cost of Jimmy’s anger. 

 

Cliff Lewis: The Mediator 

 

Cliff Lewis is a working-class Welshman and co-partner with Jimmy in the sweet stall 

business. His occupation is modest and practical, contrasting sharply with Jimmy’s intellectual 

intensity. 

Cliff represents: 

• Emotional warmth and physical affection 

• Working-class simplicity and acceptance 

• Stability within domestic chaos 

He acts as a mediator between Jimmy and Alison, diffusing tension through humour and 

kindness. However, his eventual departure highlights the fragility of emotional balance in the 

household. 

 

Helena Charles: Moral Complexity 

 

Helena Charles is an actress by profession, initially associated with stage and 

performance, which symbolically reflects her shifting moral identity. 

She enters the play as: 

• A representative of conventional morality 

• A critic of Jimmy’s aggression 

• A supporter of Alison’s departure 

However, her involvement with Jimmy complicates her moral position. Her profession as 

an actress subtly reflects her fluid identity and performative morality- she moves between 

roles of judgment, lover, and moral observer. 

Her eventual departure after Alison’s return restores moral order but also exposes the 

instability of ethical certainty under emotional pressure. 

 

Offstage Characters and Social Forces: 

 

Colonel Redfern (Alison’s father) 
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Colonel Redfern is a retired British army officer, representing the declining 

aristocratic and imperial order. 

A key concept associated with him is the “Edwardian wilderness”, which refers to: 

• His nostalgia for pre–World War I England 

• A belief in stability, hierarchy, and imperial confidence 

• Disillusionment with modern post-war Britain 

He sees contemporary society as chaotic and unrecognizable compared to the structured world 

of the Edwardian era (1901 to 1910), which began after the death of Queen Victoria (Victorian 

Era ended in 1901) and ended with the death of Edward VII in 1910. This highlights the 

generational and ideological gap between him and Alison. 

 

Nigel (Alison’s brother- Off stage character) 

  

Nigel, the brother of Alison in Look Back in Anger, is an important offstage character 

who symbolizes upper-class stability and success. Although he never appears on stage, he is 

described as someone who is well-adjusted within the establishment and has achieved social 

and professional security, reflecting the smooth privilege of the aristocratic class. Nigel 

represents the world of inherited advantage that Jimmy Porter deeply resents, as he is able to 

move forward in life without the struggles faced by Jimmy. His character highlights the contrast 

between effortless upper-class success and Jimmy’s frustration as the “Angry Young Man”, 

who feels trapped by lack of opportunity despite his education. In this way, Nigel strengthens 

the play’s critique of class inequality in post-war Britain and deepens the ideological conflict 

at the heart of the drama. 

 

Hugh Tanner 

 

Hugh Tanner is Jimmy’s former friend and political associate, associated with leftist 

intellectual circles and writing. 

He represents: 

• Radical intellectualism 

• Alternative working-class identity 

• A life Jimmy both admires and resents 

Though absent, he reflects Jimmy’s unresolved ideological ambitions. 

 

Major Themes: 

 

1. Anger and Frustration 

Jimmy’s anger dominates the play, targeting class privilege, emotional complacency, and 

cultural emptiness. As an Angry Young Man, he represents a generation’s protest against a 

hollow society. 

2. Class Conflict 

The tension between Jimmy and Alison reflects enduring class divisions. The Angry Young 

Man rejects aristocratic privilege but remains trapped within class structures. 

3. Alienation and Isolation 

Characters fail to connect emotionally despite physical proximity. Jimmy embodies the Angry 

Young Man’s sense of intellectual and emotional isolation. 

4. Crisis of Masculinity 

Jimmy struggles with identity in a society where traditional male roles are destabilized. 

His aggression reflects wounded masculinity typical of the Angry Young Man. 

5. Gender Conflict 
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Power imbalance in relationships exposes patriarchal structures. The Angry Young Man’s 

rebellion does not extend to gender equality. 

6. Emotional Intensity vs Apathy 

Jimmy demands deep feeling in a world he sees as emotionally dead. He represents a desire for 

authentic experience in an indifferent society. 

7. Loss of Purpose 

Jimmy’s education fails to secure fulfillment. A key Angry Young Man trait is disillusionment 

with meritocracy. 

8. Stagnation and Time 

The repetitive Sunday setting symbolizes monotony. The Angry Young Man exists in a static, 

unchanging social order. 

9. Escape and Illusion 

The “bear and squirrel” game reflects retreat into fantasy. Even rebellion leads to escapism 

rather than transformation. 

10. Moral Ambiguity 

No character is entirely right or wrong. Reflects the Angry Young Man’s complex, anti-heroic 

identity. 

11. Breakdown of Communication 

Speech fails to produce understanding. Jimmy speaks passionately but remains fundamentally 

unheard. 

 

Title and Dramatic Technique: 

 

1. Significance of the Title 

 

The title Look Back in Anger is highly suggestive and works on both emotional and 

thematic levels. It reflects the psychological state of the protagonist Jimmy Porter and the 

broader mood of post-war disillusionment in Britain. 

• The phrase “look back” suggests memory, nostalgia, and reflection on the past, while 

“anger” indicates resentment and emotional unrest. 

• Together, the title expresses the idea of revisiting the past not with nostalgia, but with 

bitterness and frustration. 

• It reflects Jimmy Porter’s tendency to constantly revisit personal and social history with 

resentment, especially regarding class inequality and failed ambitions. 

 

The title directly aligns with the “Angry Young Man” ideology: 

• The protagonist does not idealize the past but critiques it harshly. 

• The “looking back” is not sentimental but revolutionary and critical. 

• It captures the post-war generation’s sense of betrayal and dissatisfaction. 

Thus, the title encapsulates the emotional core of the play: memory filtered through anger rather 

than nostalgia. 

 

2. Dramatic Technique 

 

John Osborne employs a set of innovative dramatic techniques that broke away from 

traditional British theatre conventions. 

(a) Kitchen-Sink Realism 

• The play is a classic example of “kitchen-sink drama”. 

• Focuses on ordinary domestic life in a small, cluttered attic flat. 

• Presents realistic speech, behaviour, and social problems. 
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• Rejects artificial stage elegance and aristocratic settings. 

This realism connects theatre directly to working-class and lower-middle-class experience. 

 

(b) Three-Act Structure with Emotional Focus 

• The play follows a loose three-act structure, but not a tightly plotted narrative. 

• Instead of external action, the drama is driven by: 

o Emotional shifts 

o Psychological tension 

o Relationship breakdowns 

The structure reflects emotional cycles rather than traditional plot progression. 

 

(c) Unity of Setting 

• Entire play is set in a single attic room in the Midlands. 

• This creates: 

o Claustrophobia 

o Emotional intensity 

o A sense of entrapment 

The confined space mirrors Jimmy’s psychological confinement and social frustration. 

 

(d) Dialogue as Action 

• Osborne replaces physical action with powerful, argumentative dialogue. 

• Jimmy’s long speeches function as: 

o Emotional outbursts 

o Social criticism 

o Psychological self-expression 

Language becomes the primary dramatic force, especially through Jimmy’s “ranting” 

monologues. 

 

(e) Character-Centred Drama 

• The play focuses on psychological depth rather than external plot. 

• Characters represent emotional and social positions: 

o Jimmy = anger and rebellion 

o Alison = silence and repression 

o Cliff = warmth and balance 

o Helena = moral conflict 

Drama emerges from interpersonal tension rather than events. 

 

(f) Use of Symbolism in Realistic Setting 

• Everyday objects carry symbolic meaning: 

o Ironing board → domestic confinement 

o Trumpet → emotional rebellion 

o Sweet stall → failed ambition 

o Sunday → stagnation 

Osborne blends realism with symbolic depth, enhancing thematic richness. 

 

(g) Emotional Cyclicality 

• The play ends where it emotionally begins: conflict followed by fragile reconciliation. 

• The “bear and squirrel” game reflects: 

o Regression 

o Emotional escape 
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o Cyclical relationship patterns 

This technique emphasizes the lack of true resolution, a hallmark of modern drama. 

 

Symbols and Significant Scenes: 

 

A. Symbolism in the Play 

Osborne’s symbolism is subtle yet powerful, emerging organically from the domestic 

setting and everyday objects. These symbols deepen the emotional and thematic complexity of 

the play and are closely tied to Jimmy Porter’s identity as the Angry Young Man. 

 

1. The Ironing Board 

The ironing board is one of the most persistent visual symbols in the play. It represents: 

• Domestic routine and monotony 

• The confinement of women within traditional roles 

• The mechanical repetition of everyday life 

Alison’s frequent presence at the ironing board highlights her entrapment in a life of passive 

endurance. For Jimmy, it becomes a symbol of the dullness and lifelessness he despises in 

modern society. In the context of the Angry Young Man, it signifies the banality of existence 

against which Jimmy rebels, though he remains unable to escape it. 

 

2. Jimmy’s Trumpet 

The trumpet serves as a non-verbal outlet for Jimmy’s frustration. Whenever words fail or 

emotions intensify, he turns to music: 

• It expresses anger and aggression 

• It disrupts the domestic silence 

• It symbolizes rebellion 

The harsh, intrusive sound of the trumpet mirrors Jimmy’s verbal attacks. It reflects the Angry 

Young Man’s need to assert presence in a world that ignores him. 

 

3. The Sweet Stall 

Jimmy and Cliff’s sweet stall is a crucial socio-economic symbol: 

• Represents Jimmy’s failure to achieve intellectual or professional success 

• Highlights the gap between education and opportunity 

• Reflects post-war economic limitations 

Despite his intelligence, Jimmy is reduced to selling sweets- a job he finds trivial. This 

symbolizes the frustration of the Angry Young Man whose potential is unrealized. 

 

4. The “Bear and Squirrel” Game 

This private game between Jimmy and Alison is one of the most complex symbols: 

• Represents retreat into childish innocence 

• Suggests emotional intimacy beyond conflict 

• Functions as an escape from harsh reality 

In this imagined world, Jimmy is the bear and Alison the squirrel, allowing them to temporarily 

escape social roles and emotional tension. However, this regression also indicates the failure 

of the Angry Young Man to confront reality constructively. 

 

5. Sunday (Time as Symbol) 

The repeated emphasis on Sunday is highly symbolic: 

• Represents boredom and stagnation 

• Suggests a lack of purpose or direction 
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• Reinforces cyclical, unchanging time 

Sunday becomes a metaphor for post-war life- static, uneventful, and emotionally empty. 

Jimmy’s frustration arises from this sense of temporal paralysis, central to the Angry Young 

Man experience. 

 

6. Newspapers 

Jimmy constantly reads and comments on newspapers: 

• Symbolize intellectual engagement 

• Reflect political awareness 

• Highlight dissatisfaction with current affairs 

However, his engagement remains passive- he critiques but cannot act. This reinforces the 

Angry Young Man’s position as a critical observer rather than an agent of change. 

 

7. Alison’s Pregnancy and Miscarriage 

This is a deeply symbolic element: 

• Represents hope and potential renewal 

• The miscarriage signifies loss, failure, and emotional breakdown 

It marks a turning point in Alison’s character and intensifies the tragedy of the relationship. 

Symbolically, it reflects the collapse of hope in a disillusioned generation. 

 

8. Symbol of the Church Bell 

In Look Back in Anger, the church bell is a subtle symbol of time, routine, and 

traditional moral order. Its regular ringing on Sundays emphasizes the monotony and stagnation 

of life in the attic flat, reflecting the characters’ lack of change or progress. 

It also represents religious and social structure, but in the play this order feels distant 

and ineffective, as the characters experience emotional chaos rather than moral stability. The 

contrast between the bell’s orderly sound and the household’s tension highlights the breakdown 

of traditional values in modern society. 

In relation to the “Angry Young Man”, the church bell symbolizes the old social and 

moral system that Jimmy Porter questions and rejects, reinforcing his sense of alienation from 

established norms. 

 

B. Significant Scenes and Their Importance 

 

1. Opening Scene (Sunday Afternoon Routine) 

The play begins with Jimmy and Cliff reading newspapers while Alison irons: 

• Establishes monotony and routine 

• Introduces Jimmy’s anger and verbal dominance 

• Reveals class tension and emotional imbalance 

This scene sets the tone of frustration and stagnation, immediately presenting Jimmy as the 

Angry Young Man trapped in a dull reality. 

 

2. Jimmy’s Monologues (Throughout Act I) 

Jimmy’s extended speeches are central dramatic moments: 

• Critique society, class, and emotional apathy 

• Reveal his intellectual depth and emotional instability 

These speeches are not mere dialogue but dramatic action, expressing the core ideology of the 

Angry Young Man. 

 

3. Alison’s Confession and Departure 
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When Alison reveals her suffering and eventually leaves: 

• Marks the emotional climax of the first half 

• Exposes the consequences of Jimmy’s cruelty 

• Highlights Alison’s silent endurance 

This scene shows that Jimmy’s anger, though justified in part, becomes destructive rather than 

transformative. 

 

4. Helena’s Arrival and Confrontation 

Helena’s intervention introduces a moral perspective: 

• Challenges Jimmy’s behaviour 

• Represents conventional values 

However, her later involvement with Jimmy complicates her position. 

This scene reveals the instability of moral judgments in a chaotic emotional world. 

 

5. Jimmy- Helena Relationship 

Their relationship marks a shift: 

• Suggests emotional substitution rather than resolution 

• Reveals contradictions in Helena’s character 

It demonstrates that the Angry Young Man’s influence is both compelling and destabilizing. 

 

6. Alison’s Return (After Miscarriage) 

This is one of the most emotionally charged moments: 

• Alison returns transformed by suffering 

• Jimmy confronts genuine emotional pain 

This scene represents a moment where Jimmy’s demand for “real feeling” is fulfilled- but at a 

tragic cost. 

 

7. Final Scene (Bear and Squirrel Reconciliation) 

The play ends with Jimmy and Alison returning to their private game: 

• Suggests reconciliation 

• Implies emotional regression 

• Leaves the ending ambiguous 

This cyclical conclusion reflects the Angry Young Man’s dilemma: 

• He recognizes the flaws of society 

• Yet fails to achieve meaningful change 

 

 

Look Back in Anger as a Kitchen Sink Drama: 

 

Definition: Kitchen sink drama refers to a style of theatre that emerged in Britain in the 

1950s. It focuses on the ordinary, everyday lives of working or lower-middle-class 

people, often showing their struggles, frustrations, and domestic conflicts. 

 

Key features: 

• Realistic domestic settings (small flats, kitchens, ordinary homes) 

• Working-class or lower-middle-class characters 

• Natural, everyday language (sometimes harsh or colloquial) 

• Focus on social problems, boredom, frustration, and alienation 

• Emotional realism rather than idealized drama 
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The term “kitchen sink” suggests that everything from daily life- even trivial domestic 

details- is included in the drama. 

 

How Look Back in Anger is a Kitchen Sink Play? 

John Osborne’s play is considered a landmark kitchen sink drama because it fully represents 

these features: 

1. Realistic Domestic Setting 

• Entire play is set in a small, cramped attic flat in the Midlands 

• The setting reflects ordinary working/lower-middle-class life 

• Everyday objects like the ironing board and newspapers dominate the space 

 

2. Ordinary Characters 

• Jimmy Porter: educated but financially struggling 

• Alison: upper-class background but living a modest life 

• Cliff: working-class lodger 

These are not aristocratic or heroic figures, but ordinary people with everyday problems. 

 

3. Focus on Domestic Conflict 

• The drama revolves around marital tension, emotional frustration, and daily 

survival 

• No grand historical or heroic plot- only personal relationships and arguments 

 

4. Realistic Language 

• Characters use natural, conversational, and sometimes aggressive speech 

• Jimmy’s long monologues reflect real emotional outbursts rather than formal dialogue 

 

5. Social and Emotional Realism 

• The play highlights: 

o Class frustration 

o Emotional alienation 

o Lack of purpose in post-war life 

Jimmy Porter represents the Angry Young Man, expressing real social anger rather than 

romanticized emotion. 

 

Conclusion: 

Look Back in Anger remains a landmark in modern drama because it articulates the 

emotional and social crises of post-war Britain through the figure of the Angry Young Man. 

Jimmy Porter’s anger exposes the failures of his society, yet his inability to transcend them 

underscores the complexity of modern existence. Through its innovative structure, realistic 

setting, and powerful themes, the play redefined British theatre and continues to resonate as a 

profound exploration of frustration, identity, and human connection. 

 


