Mr. Know All  by W. Somerset Maugham
Summary
The setting
This short story takes place after the First World War on a ship sailing from San Francisco to Yokoyama in Japan during the period of Prohibition when it was forbidden to sell alcoholic drinks of any kind in America.
The characters
The narrator, whose name is not revealed throughout the story, is the stereotype of the typical English gentleman who is prone to prejudice, stereotyping people, and judging people by their appearance. He dislikes Mr. Kelada for claiming that he is British as it is obvious that Mr. Kelada wasn’t born in England. The narrator is the antagonist (character in conflict with the hero) in the story. The whole story is told from his point of view. He stereotypes Mr. Kelada as a foreigner but ironically, he is stereotyping himself with his comments and his prejudices. The reader should question the accuracy of the narrator’s comments to assess whether he is stating a fact or merely showing his prejudice and stating his opinion.
Mr. Kelada is the protagonist (hero or main character) in the story. He is dark-skinned, has a foreign appearance, and uses gestures when he speaks. He is extremely proud of his British passport and continuously refers to the fact that he is British. He is very friendly and eager to make friends so he feels that he has been accepted socially because he is aware of the discrimination against people who were born in the British Colonies. Mr. Kelada is hearty, talkative, and active on the ship. It can be understood that he is wealthy from his luggage and toiletries. He is educated, has a good general knowledge, and is proud of his accomplishments but no one knows what he does until the evening of the bet.
Mrs. Ramsay is traveling back to Japan with her husband who works in the American Consular Service. She has spent a year on her own in New York without her husband. Mrs. Ramsay is described by the narrator as a polite, well-dressed, sweet little woman whose modesty shines from her “like a flower on a coat”.
Mr. Ramsay is an opinionated, dogmatic, overweight man who argues with Mr.Kelada at the dinner table about the value of his wife’s pearls.
Symbols in the story
Pearls and cultured pearls – natural pearls can be compared to people.
Mr. Kelada is prepared to swallow his pride like a true British gentleman in order to save a woman in distress even though he knows that he is right about the value of the pearls. He can be compared to a natural pearl because he shows sensitivity and understanding to Mrs. Ramsay when he realizes what is about to happen at the dinner table and he is prepared to lose face in order not to embarrass her.
The narrator and Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay can be compared to cultured pearls.
The narrator shows his prejudice and dislikes Mr. Kelada even before he meets him. He resents Mr. Kelada for having a British passport because he wasn’t born in England. He does not behave like a true British gentleman who would try to save a lady in distress. Mrs. Ramsay was left on her own for a year in New York while her husband was working. Someone gave her a very expensive string of pearls and it can be inferred that she had received the necklace from a man. The ocean liner represents (symbolizes) the microcosm of society – many kinds of people who are all sailing to the same destination. The story takes place on a ship where no one can escape.
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QUESTIONS
1. What quality of which character strikes you as a good characteristic to develop within yourself over the years? Why? Describe how the character demonstrates this quality.
2. What real-life people or events are you reminded of by characters or events in the story? Explain why.
3. Choose a character and explain why you would/would not like to have him/her as a friend.
4. Choose a character from the story and explain how the character is acting and why you think he/she is acting that way. 
5. Who tells the story? Is this the best person to tell it? Why?
6. What is the turning point of the story? Who/ What changes as a result? How? Why?
7. Write how you would feel about the narrator’s attitude towards Max Kelada if you were one of the passengers on the ship. Would your attitude be the same? Different? Explain why you would feel this way.
8. Pick a scene in which you disagreed how the character you most identify with handled a situation/person and rewrite it in the way you think it should have happened.
9. If the events of the story happened at present, how would they be different?
10. If the main character were a typical British person, would the plot be different?

 
