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The paper proposes to investigate Tennessee Williams’ range of experience which 
was quite large. His unique place in the dramatic world of America was achieved by 
his treatment of various themes. Tennessee Williams’s plays are born out of themes as 
sex, frustration, failure, violence, religion, spirituality, the decadence of southern 
aristocracy, loneliness, conflict between reality and illusion, search for beauty, 
conflict between the spiritual and then physical and the quest for identity. 
Research Issues: 

• The dialectic of the self and the consciousness follows a consistent 
pattern in modern American drama. 

• Tennessee Williams is a staunch southerner. His works clearly expose 
his love for the south. 
 
Introduction: 

Tennessee Williams’ women characters of the new South are emotionally stronger and 
develop more realistic outlook on life. The "sophisticated ladies" are not able to 
distinguish reality from illusion, and this flaw in character leads to their downfall. 
They want wholesome male/female relationships but think that by being gracious, 
refined Southern ladies, they will gain happiness inevitably; however, when their 
sought-after relationships do not materialize— Alma with John, Laura with Jim, and 
Blanche with Mitch— they cannot handle the disappointment and retreat from reality. 
The women of the new South have learned to accept disappointment, but not without 
first having struggled to reach their goals. These women act more aggressively in 
relationships, and in addition to satisfactory sexual relationship they seek 
psychological dominance as well. 

The female aggressor/mother-figure is also sexually motivated, but, unlike 
the Southern sophisticated lady, she is very aggressive. If she strives for 
fulfilling sexual relationship, she is usually the pursuer. Generally, she is 
in position to offer financial security, comfort, and love to the passive 
individual in her life. For this reason, she is mother-figure. Robert Jones 
reinforces the idea of the mother-figure and the man whom she dominates 
in the following way: "Tennessee Williams presents dominant person and 
one less strong who either aspires to dominance or is content to be 
dominated as long as he or she is provided with the material things in 
life." Thus, the female aggressor/mother-figure seeks loving relationship 
but desires psychological dominance as well. 
 
Sexuality, Modernity & Tradition: 
Like Tennessee Williams other Southern sophisticated ladies, Blanche in 
A Streetcar named Desire, is both representative and victim of tradition 
that teaches that attractiveness, virtue, and gentility lead automatically to 
happiness, while ignoring the dictates of sometimes adverse reality. 

Abstract 
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Blanche develops an internal conflict when she tries to separate her real 
self from her cultured, refined self. Mary Ann Corrigan, in very perceptive 
analysis of the play, defines the conflict thus: 

The illusion sustaining her is her image of herself as 
Southern belle, fine, cultured, young lady. The reality is 
lonely woman desperately seeking human contact, 
indulging "brutal desire" an affirmation of life. 

 
Blanche’s sexuality is, paradoxically, product of her delicate moth nature, 
neurotically defensive reaction to the suicide of her husband, for which 
she feels partially responsible, and the loss of her aristocratic family’s 
fortune and social position. Blanche discovers her adolescent husband had 
been intimate with another man and confronts him with this situation 
during public dance. Disgusted with himself and Blanche’s awareness of 
his homosexuality, Allan, her husband, flees from the dance and commits 
suicide. After the death of her husband, nothing but intimacies with 
strangers seems to have any meaning for Blanche. Blanche’s promiscuous 
behavior with adolescent servicemen in her hometown of Laurel, 
Mississippi, was said to arise from the fact that she wants to deny her own 
sexual inadequacy, which was the failure to satisfy Allan, her late 
husband. Afterwards, Blanche is subjected to series of other deaths in her 
family that lead to the loss of the ancestral Belle Reeve plantation. 
Blanche’s agony is revealed later in discussion with her sister, Stella 
Kowalski: 
 

I, I, I, took the blows in my face and body! All of the deaths! 
The long parade to the graveyard! Father, Mother, Margaret, 
that dreadful way! So big with it, couldn’t be put in coffin! But 
had to be burned like rubbish! You just came home in time for 
the funerals, Stella. And funerals are pretty compared to 
deaths. 

This very dramatic scene between Stella and Blanche exemplifies 
Blanche’s obsession with death, which in turn is obscurely, but 
powerfully, linked with her compulsive sexual promiscuity. 
 
Despite her efforts to maintain the self-image of Southern sophisticated 
lady, Blanche cannot forget her past more than she can repress her deep-
seated sexuality. The polka tune played on the night of Allan’s death that 
Blanche continues to hear and the painful moans of her deceased parents 
are hallucinations. Brutal sexual desire is her escape. Not only does 
Blanche flirt with an adolescent delivery boy, but also with Stanley. 
However, when Blanche meets Mitch, one of Stanley’s poker buddies, 
Blanche feels that she can live the respectable life with him that she has 
always envisioned, and Mitch feels that Blanche just might be the lady for 
him. However, upset by the news of the loss of the family’s fortune, 
Stanley does some checking and learns the details of Blanche’s sordid 
past. Stanley tells Mitch and destroys all hopes of future marriage between 
Blanche and Mitch. Stanley does not hesitate to tell Stella about Blanche, 
who, Stanley feels, has degraded him to his wife by referring to his 
behavior as animalistic and primitive. Stanley seeks revenge through his 
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ultimate rape of Blanche while Stella isin the hospital delivering his baby. 
This rape is said to be the point of Blanche’s downfall and the physical 
incarnation of her defeat.(The Tragic Downfall of Blanche DuBois, 255). 
The realization that she is disreputable woman is too much for Blanche to 
bear and drives her to insanity. The play ends with Blanche being led 
away by asylum attendants. 
Despite her insanity, Blanche is, paradoxically, the strongest of Tennessee 
Williams female characters. She is idealism debauched. Tennessee 
Williams’ writes: 

 
She knows she is an anachronism in an alien world, and yet 
she will not surrender the dream she has of herself, even 
though she wants desperately not to be lonely, it is precisely 
the clinging to this dream, the airs, mannerisms, and sense of 
herself which alienates her further. She is trapped in terrifying 
contradiction. Her need to be special, to adhere to codes and 
tradition no longer valid, creates an intense isolation, while 
simultaneously her desire not to be alone, to be loved, 
threatens to break her isolation. Not only threatens but does so. 

 
Blanche hold on to the illusion of herself and life, but she is destroyed by 
the brutal, animalistic force of sexual desire, by which she exploits her 
physical being and which is personified in the figure of Stanley. 
Nonetheless, there is still certain amount of dignity and character in her 
downfall.  
 
Through Blanche, Tennessee Williams symbolically depicts most 
forcefully the downfall of decayed yet elegant Southern gentility. It is 
indeed out of special sympathy for the old South and its decayed gentility 
that Tennessee Williams writes. Through his Southern sophisticated ladies 
he especially portrays the pathos of weak, illusive individuals who find it 
difficult to adjust to modern informal societies which are insensitive to 
romantic quests and the self’s need for private mythology. Benjamin 
Nelson’s view of the pathetic grandeur of these flawed heroines sums up 
the whole issue of Tennessee Williams portrayal of sophisticated Southern 
women very well. 

 
They are cloying, often foolish, they put on airs, live in 
illusions, cannot make adjustments— and yet cannot help but 
believe these individuals, these tainted relics who are trapped 
by themselves, their gentility, and tradition which has become 
anachronistic are the people who speak forthrightly and 
honestly for Tennessee Williams. They are the moths needed 
in the world by mammoth figures haunted, for they in their 
illusions carry the truth and beauty which is the only light in an 
otherwise bleak universe. 

 
Conclusion:  
Tennessee Williams shows sympathy for the decaying aristocrats whom at 
times he places in unbelievable situations. His portrayal of the 
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businessman, usually a villain or clown, is often a caricature out of a 
dramatic need or a theory. The industrial revolution began in America in 
the 19th century. American north took to the machine with great 
enthusiasm while the south preferred to remain agricultural. Cotton 
plantation flourished in the Deep South. The white plantation owners with 
a round of parties, balls and visits led an aristocratic style of life. Life was 
casy and gay for them. The black slaves did all the work and the white 
owners enjoyed a life of leisure. The men had their code of chivalry and 
honour and the women were the embodiments of domestic virtues. The 
civil war fought between the North and South shook the noble way of life. 
The South felt that the North threatened its aristocratic way of life. But the 
South was defeated in the war and this failure left a permanent scar in the 
mind of the South. They all became money minded. 
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