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ABSTRACT 

SALLY RAE VAUGHN 

GENDER POLITICS AND ISOLATION IN KA TE CHOPIN'S THE A WAKENING 
AND TENNESSEE WILLIAMS' A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE 

DECEMBER 2005 

Kate Chopin and Tennessee Williams explore the theme of marginalization and 

oppression of women by creating women characters who are fighting against the control 

of a male patriarchy and searching for their own form of freedom . This thesis explores 

the significant details of the background and influence of the lives of Chopin and 

Williams. An examination of the male/female relationships of Edna Pontellier in 

Chopin ' s novel The Awakening and Blanche DuBois in Williams' drama A Streetcar 

Named Desire shows their struggle for control and definition in a male patriarchy. Both 

characters also struggle within themselves to find a compromise between acceptable 

women's roles that are exhibited in other characters. Both women are forced to escape 

into ultimate forms of isolation. Edna seeks release in suicide; Blanche retreats into 

insanity. The final chapter describes how these characters represent universal themes that 

are still relevant issues for women today. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

Kate Chopin and Tennessee Williams: Inspiration Comes from Within 

An examination of American literature reveals that there are universal themes and 

characters that appear in different genres and time periods. The theme of the 

marginalization and oppression of women by the male patriarchy is evident in many 

works of literature and resonates in society today. Many American authors have 

developed works that reflect this theme. Kate Chopin and Tennessee Williams both 

understood this basic human struggle and approached the topic of women's issues from 

different experiences and backgrounds. Each creates women characters who fight against 

the control and established roles of the male patriarchy and who search for their own 

form of freedom. Edna Pontellier in Chopin's novel The Awakening is a woman who is 

defined by others by the traditional roles of wife and mother, and she struggles to find her 

own form of expression and power as a woman. Blanche DuBois in Williams' drama A 

Streetcar Named Desire is also trying to define herself and attain some freedom in her 

own life. Unlike Edna, Blanche is hoping to find her definition in the traditional role of 

wife. Both characters escape into ultimate forms of isolation: Blanche into insanity, Edna 

in suicide. 

In this thesis, I examine the gender politics in the dynamics of male/female 

relationships and the final isolation of the main female characters. Gender refers to 



socially constructed identities of what man, woman, masculine, and feminine are 

supposed to mean based on culture that is controlled by the dominant group. Critics Kate 

Millet, Elaine Showalter, Sandra Gilbert, and Susan Gubar agree that Western civilization 

is predominantly patriarchal and defines attributes, roles, and expectations. Sandra 

Gilbert and Susan Gubar in The Madwoman in the Attic used gynocriticism to explore 

similar images and themes that appear throughout works by nineteenth-century women 

writers because they lived "in a culture whose fundamental definitions of literary 

authority were both overtly and covertly patriarchal" (fhe Bedford Glossary 124). 

Constructionist gender critics "posit a relationship only between gender and textuality, 

between what most men and women become after they are born and the way in which 

they write" (141 ). Gender critic Peggy Kamuf is less concerned with whether the author 

is a man or woman and more concerned about whether the author is writing like a woman. 

"Since the differences between men and women are culturally constructed rather than 

'natural' ... it is possible for a man to write like a woman, a woman to write like a man, 

and for men to read as women, women as men" (141-42). These definitions allow an 

exploration of both Chopin's and Williams' creation of female characters based on the 

politics of the American patriarchy. Millet in Sexual Politics defines politics as "power

structured relationships, arrangements whereby one group of persons is controlled by 

another" (23). Millet goes on to examine our system of sexual relationships: 

... the situation between the sexes now, and throughout history, is a case of 

that phenomenon Max Weber defined as herrschaft, a relationship of 

dominance and subordinance. What goes largely unexamined, often even 
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unacknowledged (yet is institutionalized nonetheless) in our social order, 

is the birthright priority whereby males rule females .... However muted its 

present appearance may be, sexual dominion obtains nevertheless as 

perhaps the most pervasive ideology of our culture and provides its most 

fundamental concept of power. This is so because our society, like all 

other historical civilizations, is a patriarchy. (25) 

When Millet examines the ideological aspects of sexual politics, she states that consent is 

obtained through "'socialization' of both sexes to basic patriarchal polities with regard to 

temperament, role, and status." With temperament, masculine and feminine values are 

encouraged where the male is aggressive, intelligent, forceful, and efficient, and the 

female is passive, ignorant, docile, virtuous, and ineffectual. "Sex role assigns domestic 

service and attendance upon infants to the female, the rest of human achievement, interest, 

and ambition to the male" (26). Millet argues that women have the status of chattel 

because of"their loss of name, their obligation to adopt the husband's domicile, and the 

general legal assumption that marriage involves an exchange of the female's domestic 

services and (sexual) consortium in return for financial support" (35). "In general, the 

position of women in patriarchy is a continuous function of their economic dependence" 

( 40). Edna is dependent on Leonce to support her; Blanche becomes dependent on 

Stanley for financial support after her indiscretions call for her termination from 

employment. Rape is another form of sexual politics where the male has "emotions of 

aggression, hatred, contempt, and the desire to break or violate personality .... Emotional 

response to violence against women in patriarchy is often curiously ambivalent; 
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references to wife-beating, for example, invariably produce laughter and some 

embarrassment" ( 44-45). In Streetcar Stanley exhibits both of these behaviors when he 

hits Stella during a fight and when he rapes Blanche after he discovers all her lies. In 

both The Awakening and Streetcar, Edna and Blanche wage a battle for control through 

their relationships and the expectations placed on them by society. Gender politics 

affects the power that women have in their relationships, their status in society, and 

ultimately leads to a state of isolation and an escape from expected roles. 

Through an examination of male/female relationships in Kate Chopin's novel, 

The A wakening, one can see that the struggle for power that Edna is experiencing in her 

life is evident in interactions among Edna and Leonce, Robert, her father, Alcee, and Dr. 

Mandelet. Edna also struggles within herself as she tries to find a compromise between 

the archetypal roles of Madame Ratignolle, the earth mother, and Mademoiselle Reisz, 

the independent artist. When Edna cannot find a balance in these roles, she is forced into 

ultimate isolation where she holds the power and freedom in the act of suicide. 

Emily Toth's biography Unveiling Kate Chopin describes how Chopin at an early 

age learned to rely on women and listen to their voices and in her creation of Edna 

"uncovers the inner life of a courageous woman who, a century ago, was a solitary 

soul. .. who had opinions and who dared and defied" (xxii). Catherine O'Flaherty was the 

daughter of Thomas and Eliza O'Flaherty, who were married when he was thirty-nine 

and she was barely sixteen. Like Edna, Eliza gave up on youthful infatuations and 

romance. Kate was shipped off to boarding school at the age of five without any 

explanation. After the train accident that killed Thomas O'Flaherty, Eliza was given 
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control and her first decision was to bring Kate home "and for the rest of her life, Kate 

would brood about her father's sudden death, and what it meant for her mother" (10). 

Eliza had to submit to her husband's control in marriage to help support her family, but 

upon his death she was free of the relationship and allowed freedom. Kate was also 

allowed the freedom to come home into a house full of powerful women who would 

shape her future and voice. 

Chopin's household was full of women's voices: her mammy, her mother, her 

grandmother, her great-grandmother, her best friend Kitty Garesche. Chopin's great

grandmother moved into the house to help raise Kate as a proper young Frenchwoman 

and "gave her young charge a subject for intense, lifelong fascination, contemplation, and 

delight: the lives of women ... the classic conflict of French drama ... women torn between 

duty and desire" (Toth 13). Chopin's own great-great-grandmother was the first woman 

to get a legal separation in St. Louis "for the salvation of their souls" and eventually ran a 

profitable trading business (14). Chopin's friend Kitty Garesche was also reared in the 

French tradition, and neither girl was being trained to be a wife. Each was allowed to be 

tomboyish and competitive. Kitty was never so rebellious as Chopin and retreated into a 

society of women when she chose to become a nun. Chopin was seen as a rebel in St. 

Louis after an encounter with Union soldiers in which she stole and hid the Union flag 

that had been placed on her porch. 

Chopin continued this pattern of rebellious behavior when she debuted into St. 

Louis society at the age of eighteen: 

5 



On her own, Kate O'Flaherty was "already fast acquiring that knowledge 

of human nature which her stories show," her friend William Schuyler 

wrote years later. She was a bit too smart, or too forthright, for high 

society. Although she was "one of the acknowledged belles," known for 

beauty and "amiability of character," she was also noted for 

"cleverness"-which, for women, is not always praise. Often it means 

that a young woman is unwilling to hide her intelligence. She has a voice, 

and she wants it to be known that she has brains. ( 45) 

Toth believes that Chopin viewed the debutante season or marriage market as a chance to 

find a husband who would not restrict her. She found the endless parties, fashions, and 

polite conversation a nuisance. She wrote in her diary, "I feel as though I should like to 

run away and hide myself; but there is no escaping" ( 4 7). In the art of polite conversation, 

Chopin felt that women did not even need to know how to speak and write: "All required 

of you is to have control over the muscles of your face .... Lead your antagonist to talk 

about himself-he will not enter reluctantly upon the subject I assure you--and twenty to 

one- he will report you as one of the most entertaining and intelligent persons" ( 48). To 

relieve Chopin's boredom with the social whirl, her mother sent her on an all-female 

cruise where she was introduced to New Orleans, the setting she later chose as the 

residence of Edna and Leonce in The Awakening. While there, she continued with her 

daring behavior and learned to smoke cigarettes. 

When she returned to St. Louis, Kate O'Flaherty was courted by Oscar Chopin, a 

dashing Frenchman. Toth describes the marriage of Oscar and Kate Chopin in terms that 
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Edna would later understand. "She would now be, forever, defined as a wife, and take 

her assigned, and much more narrowly defined, place in a patriarchal world. She was 

now, as she wrote, 'Mrs. Chopin and not Miss Katy"' (56). But even on her honeymoon, 

Chopin still stretched the bounds of propriety by boldly going out alone in Zurich: rowing 

on the lake, taking walks, even drinking a beer in public, all without male companionship 

(59). Upon return from their honeymoon, the Chopins moved into a house on Magazine 

Street in New Orleans. 

Oscar's family in New Orleans regarded Kate as an outsider and Yankee because 

she would do strange things like take walks by herself, and she was met with suspicion 

and disapproval. They would advise Oscar that "allowing Kate 'to go on, always in her 

own way' was 'more than unusual, it was horrible,"' but Oscar preferred an original who 

was "neither quiet nor stay-at-home" (67). She would take long solitary strolls like her 

character Edna and smoke Cuban cigarettes, a practice which was unheard of for a lady 

(67). This pattern ofrebellious behavior continued to shock Oscar's relatives throughout 

their married life. 

Chopin appears to have spent time with another solitary stroller in New Orleans, 

the French painter Edgar Degas. Degas is described as "rather asexual, and therefore no 

threat to the husbands of women he might meet. .. moody, puppy-like, and androgynous, 

like Robert in The Awakening." Degas would gossip with Chopin and give her 

fascinating information that she would later use in her writing (73 ). Degas knew a 

woman named Edma Pontillon who gave up painting to marry a naval officer and moved 

away from Paris to live a life of sadness and unfulfillment as one of her husband's 
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possess10ns. Toth believes this resemblance to Edna cannot be pure coincidence. Toth 

also connects Degas to The Awakening because of a Leonce he knew who was married to 

America Olivier. America gave piano lessons to the children of Degas' brother, Rene. 

She did not love Leonce although he was everything a proper husband should be and 

ended up eloping with Degas's brother, Rene, in 1878 (74). This story would give 

Chopin material to start thinking about the novel she would write in later years. During 

the summer, Chopin spent her time at the Creole resort Grand Isle where, once again, she 

was an outsider. The island atmosphere, along with many other events and stories from 

Chopin's life, were recreated in The A wakening. 

Although Chopin did not shrink from business affairs as most Southern ladies and 

was involved in Oscar' s financial situations, she could not help them when Oscar's 

fortunes ran on hard times. They could no longer afford to live in New Orleans. They 

moved to Cloutierville, Louisiana, where Chopin was once again an outsider and "knew 

how to discombobulate, fascinate, and enrage the local populace" (82). She would 

scandalize the neighborhood when she was in a hurry and would hop on a horse to ride 

bareback and astride using the physical exercise as a form of escape (86). Chopin's 

outfits were considered shocking and unusual, and the men would gawk as Chopin might 

display an ankle or show off a new parasol while other women were home napping 

during the day. Chopin would also smoke her Cuban cigarettes that she rolled herself and 

then sealed with a clot of saliva (87). Oscar was always tolerant and accepting of what 

was considered scandalous behavior by others. But when Oscar died in 1882, he and 

Chopin were barely living together after eleven years of marriage and six children. 
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Chopin refused to turn over financial responsibilities and affairs to a male relative 

after her husband's death and, instead, ran the business herself. What Oscar left was not 

enough to get by on so Chopin was "supporting herself and her children on her own work 

and clearheaded accounting. As the widow of a well-liked man, she might even have 

been admired by villagers in Cloutierville-if she had not been involved with someone 

else's husband" (Toth 94). 

Albert Sampite was unhappily married and paid court to Chopin, who shared 

some of his interests. They both enjoyed riding out alone to explore the countryside at 

night. Toth states that Albert inspired Chopin to name many of her heroic characters 

Alcee, such as Alcee Arobin in The Awakening. There are rumors that the two were 

lovers before Oscar's death, but, in any case, the affair "blossomed" when Chopin 

became a widow (96-97). Because Albert was already married and divorce was unheard 

of and not allowed in the Catholic Church, Chopin could have never married Albert. To 

do so would have been considered adultery. Chopin decided to move home to St. Louis 

with her mother, and Toth believes that "nothing in her early life or readings would have 

encouraged her to throw everything over for a grand passion ... she chose to escape the 

hue and cry, the impossible entanglement, and the sad memories" (100). In St. Louis, 

Chopin was back where she felt comfortable and had support of family and friends 

around her. 

Chopin began her career as a writer to help support her family, even though ladies 

in Chopin's social class did not work for wages and were not written about, promoted, or 

criticized the way men were. "When Kate Chopin began publishing fiction in national 
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magazines, she was doing something no other woman in St. Louis had ever done" ( 122). 

She would later choose to model her work on that of Guy de Maupassant, who wrote 

about adult subjects that were not yet present in American literature "not only suicide and 

madness, but also adultery, treat,ed amorally and rarely punished" (123). This model 

would allow Chopin to tackle the topics that women were facing without making any 

moral judgments about the end results. This transition would ultimately result in the 

creation of Edna Pontellier, who would defy society's expectations and her role as wife 

and mother for the freedom of her final escape into the watery abyss. 

Tennessee Williams would also defy expectations and travel his own rebellious 

path with his controversial work A Streetcar Named Desire. Thomas P. Adler in A 

Streetcar Named Desire: The Moth and the Lantern argues that Williams is "not primarily 

a social playwright." However, his work still reflects a number of themes from the 

forties, "including concern with isolation, alienation, and identity" (2). Adler points to 

Williams' previous works Portrait of a Madonna and The Lady of Larkspur Lotion as the 

buildup of the theme where his female character can "escape from a world of reality into 

a realm of magic; and her final madness becomes a saving grace that renders permanent 

the life created by imagination" ( 4 ). When discussing the feminist approach, Adler 

argues that Williams "possesses a deep understanding of feminine psychology and a 

special sympathy for his heroines; he admits to finding much of himself in Blanche and, 

conversely, of Blanche in himself." Adler says that Williams can be viewed as an 

"androgynous artist" who has balanced masculine and feminine sensibilities or even 

could be said to have "tipped in favor of the feminine" (77). Charles Higham's Brando: 
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The Unauthorized Biography says that Williams remarked that his play was about the 

"ravishment of the tender, the sensitive, the delicate, by the savage and brutal forces of 

modern society" ( qtd. in Adler 86). Blanche is representative of the tender and sensitive 

and is ravished by the brutish Stanley, who represents society. 

Durant da Ponte in his essay "_Williams' Feminine Characters" discusses 

Williams' ability to create "striking feminine portraits" with his female characters, such 

as Blanche DuBois (53). Da Ponte argues that Williams is romantic because he yearns 

for a gentler time and quotes from an interview in which Williams explains, "what I am 

doing is creating imaginary worlds into which I can retreat from the real world 

because .. .I've never made any kind of adjustment to the real world." Da Ponte feels that 

this quote gives a clue to Williams' ability to portray his feminine characters and the 

"personages he has created would seem to be projections of his own disoriented 

personality, frightened, timid, groping, highly sensitive, somewhat neurotic dreamers 

who, like their creator, are unable to adjust to the harsh realities of a world of crass 

materialism and brute strength" (54). 

John T. von Szeliski calls Williams a pessimist whose own life is pertinent to 

Streetcar because it allows him to manifest that pessimism and "literary creation is for 

him a psychological retreat" from being called "sissy" by other kids or "Miss Nancy" by 

his father (67). Williams' work shows "what is happening to the weak and unusual 

people for whom he is able to have a feeling" ( 69). Von Szeliski criticizes Williams 

because he "feels so much for Blanche, and she is so much his personal representative to 

the ·normal' world, that he makes her enemies too easily and automatically wrong. The 
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world that is against Blanche ... seems to contain a collective allegory of crass mankind" 

(71 ). 

Christopher W. E. Bigsby sees Williams in many of his characters where there are 

a "series of portraits of those characters for whom Williams has the greatest sympathy; 

those who, like himself, have been unable to adjust to a world in which honor, sexual 

passion, integrity and compassion no longer have a place" (104). Victor A. Kramer's 

review of Williams' autobiography Memoirs describes Williams' life as a "solitary quest 

for meaning which can be viewed as either a personal disaster or as the basis for much of 

his art ... about both personal loneliness and the distillation of that loneliness into art" 

(664). Kramer concludes that "Williams' personal life is, it seems, to an almost extreme 

degree the raw material for his dramas" ( 668). An examination of the elements of his 

personal life aids in the understanding of his characters and their interactions. 

Thomas Lanier Williams was born into a family that was split between the 

refinement and gentility of his mother, Eliza, and the brute strength of his father, 

Cornelius. He adored his sister Rose and would continue to for the rest of his life. In 

1916, Williams was stricken with diphtheria that left him bedridden. Later, he was 

unable to walk due to Bright's disease. Williams would learn to walk again, but he 

would remain weak and frail throughout his life. The effect of the illness would leave 

Williams and his mother "emotionally entwined, and to turn Tom's childhood energies in 

upon himself, opening the way to an interior life that would become his own very private 

world" (Leverich 43). Williams' father never completely accepted his son. Whereas 

Rose worked to win approval from Cornelius, Williams retreated into his own "interior 
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life of memories and fantasies" ( 60). As Cornelius withheld his love from his children, 

his mother withheld love from her husband. Williams would remember hearing crying 

protests and screams coming from her parents' bedroom as his mother fought off 

Cornelius' sexual advances and would give the impression of a rape (61 ). 

When Williams grew older, his father viewed him as unmanly because he spent 

his time writing, did not have any friends who were boys, and did not participate in sports. 

Tom did not deal with women in the same cavalier way that Cornelius did. "It was one 

thing to be courtly while in hot pursuit of the ladies ... quite another to be gentle and 

caring. Tom thoroughly empathized with their feelings, even identified with them; and as 

a result, Tennessee Williams' work would be characterized by an uncanny understanding 

and genuine liking of women." Cornelius could not see Williams as an "obvious sissy" 

or "queer" because he was able to "hide his sensitivity through carefully cultivated 

masculine attitudes .... From the time he first referred to Tom as a 'Miss Nancy,' 

Cornelius was instrumental in creating the very thing in his son that he abhorred and 

feared most" (83). Cornelius became jealous of Tom's relationship with his minister 

grandfather and could not understand the gentleness of character that both men shared. 

"Conversely, that 'masculine' attitude in his father would alternately attract and repulse 

Tom and become the psychic makeup of Tennessee's male characters" (220). Stanley 

Kowalski appears in Streetcar as a virile, masculine man who lives by survival of the 

strongest. "The characteristics that Tom Williams openly despised in C.C. Williams, his 

insensitive posture even toward his own deeply buried feelings, made of the father an 

enigma that Tennessee Williams secretly admired and, with respect to his drunkness, 
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poker playing, candor, and sensual desires, finally emulated" (323). Williams later 

reflected these characteristics in Stanley Kowalski who is insensitive and animalistic in 

his sensual desires. Stanley also likes to get drunk and play poker. Cornelius ridiculed 

Williams for his occupation and for changing his name to Tennessee, a name that he 

thought pretentious and vaguely ridiculous. "Worse, he was that most unforgivable of all 

American species: a failure." This conflict came to represent the conflict between the 

artist and a society that defined success by monetary gain. 

Williams' characters struggle within society and "each finally was at 

liberty ... available to whoever might desire them or pay for them," as Blanche becomes 

available to Stanley because he desires her. He feels he has permission then to rape her 

and violate her humanity. A theme emerges of "the artist as pariah, cornered and 

exploited, driven and confined within his illusory self' as Blanche finally finds refuge in 

an asylum. Williams "not only sought out the company of 'the strange, the crazed, the 

queer' but felt he was one of them" and chose these close associations as his material for 

his characters that he would most empathize ( 438). In a letter, Tom analyzes himself and 

mentions the influence Rose's madness had on his choice of characters that lose touch 

with reality: 

The fear of the world, the fight to face it and not run away, is the realest in 

all experience to me ... .I am always surprised that it does not communicate 

clearly to others. Perhaps that is the trouble with writing one's self too 

much. The great psychological trauma in my life was my sister's tragedy, 

who had the same precarious balance of nerves that I have to live with, 
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and who found it too much and escaped .... But there is no reason why a 

thing so tragically common in human experience as simple fear of reality 

cannot be feelingly communicated in drama. ( 465) 

Williams communicates through Blanche the fear of having reality catch up to the world 

of fantasies in which a person chooses to live. He recreates this character from the 

beginning of his career and works to express, understand, and resolve his sister's loss into 

madness and his own fear of declining into the same state. Leverich argues that Irene, a 

character in a long play in New Orleans that Williams thought about writing, "would 

ultimately materialize as Blanche DuBois." But first, she evolved into Lucretia Collins in 

Portrait of a Madonna, who was a deranged and middle-aged spinster, and then Miss 

Edith Jelkes from a short story "The Night of the Iguana," who was a lonely spinster and 

art instructor who gave up her life for one of refined vagrancy. Leverich says that 

Williams reveals "traces of his own personality in Miss Jelkes, as well as a projection of 

what might have become of Rose" (3 76). Williams also used his art to find resolution to 

the conflict with his father. 

Williams evolves through intertwining elements and people from his real life and 

employing them in characters in his work. The battle between Southern gentility and raw 

masculine power that was evident in his parents' marriage is also present in the struggle 

between Blanche and Stanley, even to the point of rape that Williams perceived from his 

parents' bedroom at night. The decline of Blanche into her own world of fantasies to 

escape the encroaching truth of her past and the isolation that is brought on by Stanley's 

brutality is an image that has been developed over and over through Williams' plays. It 
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reflects Rose's decline as well as his own fear of ultimate isolation. The power struggles 

that Williams experienced during his lifetime between his father and those he saw 

between the men and women in his family are reflected in Streetcar. Blanche 

experiences power struggles in her male relationships with her first husband Allan, her 

brother-in-law Stanley, her suitor Mitch, and several young men whom she seduces 

throughout the play. Blanche cannot find a compromise between the passionate wife that 

Stella has become and the privileged Southern belle that is representative of Williams' 

own mother. 

Chopin and Williams were both influenced throughout their lives by both family 

and friends, and this influence is reflected in the characters they chose to portray. They 

both have great empathy for women and their struggles with identity and society. Even 

though Williams is a man writing for a woman character, he understands the struggle 

from his own life experiences with his father and his attempt to be a success. Both of 

these authors were rebels. They are not afraid to put a light on the harsh marginalization 

and oppression of women to be seen by the rest of society. Although Chopin and 

Williams were writing in different time periods and their view of the world was from 

different experiences and backgrounds, they create a woman character who is fighting 

against the control and expectations of a male patriarchy and searching for a form of 

freedom. These characters reflect Chopin's and Williams' own fight to break free of 

societal expectations and find a form of freedom through their writing. 
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CHAPTER II 

Edna Pontellier: A Search for Identity 

One of these days ... I'm going to pull myself together for a while and 

think-try to determine what character of woman I am; for, candidly, I 

don't know. By all the codes which I am acquainted with, I am a 

devilishly wicked specimen of the sex. But some way I can't convince 

myself that I am. I must think about it. (Chopin 79) 

Edna Pontellier is, in Kate Chopin's novel The Awakening, originally titled A 

Solitary Soul, a character who struggles against the male patriarchy to acquire power and 

freedom over her own life. She is marginalized and oppressed in the traditional roles of 

wife and mother. In the quote above, Edna expresses that she is searching to define 

herself and establish her independence as a woman in society. Edna struggles to gain 

control in her relationships with men in her life and finally retreats into the ultimate form 

of isolation. She attempts to adapt to the archetypal roles of earth mother and 

independent artist, but she does not fit into either role and must find her own identity and 

path to freedom. The struggle for power is evident in the daily interactions among Edna 

and Leonce, Robert, her father, Alcee Arobin, and Dr. Mandelet, and slowly lead up to 

Edna's casting off all expectations and strictures and determining to live her life the way 

she chooses. She forms friendships with Madame Adele Ratignolle and Mademoiselle 
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Reisz; but neither woman can prepare Edna for the journey that results in her 

independence, isolation, and ultimate retreat from society by suicide. In Barbara C. 

Ewell's biography Kate Chopin, the author states that in Chopin's era, "women's roles 

were well defined-in relation to men-and presumably required no further 

differentiation. Encouraged to self-sacrifice rather than self-realization, women like Edna 

had to overcome tradition and biology as well as the intransigence of social structures in 

any effort at self-assertion." Unfortunately, Edna is forced to "bear the full brunt of both 

her freedom and her understanding, despite the unforeseen inadequacies limiting them" 

(144 ). The theme of isolation runs throughout the novel and underscores Edna's reaction 

to characters and events in her life and foreshadows the ultimate form of separation that 

Edna takes at the end of the novel to free herself from all claims and expectations from 

society and loved ones. 

The novel opens with the first lines from Leonce, Edna's husband, reflecting 

criticism of her actions of taking a swim with Robert Lebrun in the middle of the day 

instead of early in the morning as Leonce did. "'What folly! To bathe at such an hour in 

such a heat. ... You are burnt beyond recognition,' he added, looking at his wife as one 

looks at a valuable piece of personal property which has suffered some damage" ( 4 ). 

This comment shows that Leonce thinks of Edna, not as a wife with equality and 

autonomy, but as something that belongs to him, his possession. This attitude sets up the 

battle of gender politics between Edna and her husband as she slowly tries to become her 

own person and not anyone's possession. Leonce again tries to assert his authority in the 

scene as he leaves Robert and Edna alone together with the instruction that she is to send 
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Robert away when he bores her (5). This comment is ironic in the novel because Robert 

is the catalyst behind the awakening of Edna's independence and freedom that instigates 

her rebellion against her husband. She ultimately will send Robert and everyone else in 

her life away and isolate herself completely. 

The next interaction between the Pontelliers occurs when Leonce comes in late 

from the club and wakes up Edna, "who was in bed and fast asleep when he came in" (6). 

But when Edna does not show enthusiasm at his entrance, Leonce grows disgruntled 

because his wife "who was the sole object of his existence, evinced so little interest in 

things which concerned him and valued so little his conversation" (7). Throughout the 

novel, we never see Leonce show any real interest in Edna's conversation or feelings. 

Again, he views her as just a very important piece of property that fulfills his image and 

adorns his house along with the other possessions inside. He asserts his power over her 

by insisting that one of their sons, Raoul, seems to have a high fever and must be looked 

after. "Mr. Pontellier was too well acquainted with fever symptoms to be mistaken .... He 

reproached his wife with her inattention, her habitual neglect of the children. If it was not 

a mother's place to look after children, whose on earth was it?" (7). This reproach 

underscores the fact that Leonce had just forgotten to bring home the presents he had 

promised his sons to show his love. He never takes any real interest in the children or 

spends any time with them throughout the novel. His presence comes in the form of the 

presents he sends to the children while away, and this gift-giving is what they associate 

with him. 
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Leonce uses the expectations of society for a mother to punish Edna for her 

inattention to him and to force her to do as he wishes. After forcing her out of bed and 

then trying to question her, Leonce snuffs out his cigar and falls fast asleep in seconds 

leaving Edna upset and awake. As she cries alone, Edna cannot understand her reaction: 

"Such experiences as the foregoing were not uncommon in her married life. They 

seemed never before to have weighed much against the abundance of her husband's 

kindness and a uniform devotion which had come to be tacit and self-understood" (8). 

But Edna senses a change: "An indescribable oppression, which seemed to generate in 

some unfamiliar part of her consciousness, filled her whole being with a vague anguish" 

(8). The next morning everything seems to be smoothed over and back to normal as 

Leonce gives his wife the money that he won from the night before at the club. "She 

liked money as well as most women, and accepted it with no little satisfaction" (8). A 

few days later, Edna receives a box of abundant goodies from Leonce that makes her the 

envy of all the ladies at Grand Isle who declare Leonce the "best husband in the world. 

Mrs. Pontellier was forced to admit that she knew of none better" (9). One can see the 

possessiveness of Leonce as he is described as "fond of walking about his house 

examining its various appointments and details .... He greatly valued his possessions, 

chiefly because they were his" (48). He treats Edna in the same way, as if she were 

something he had bought and placed in his house, his possession. He values her because 

she is his, not because of any special affection or admiration he holds for her. 

Robert Lebrun chooses to shower his attention on Edna for the summer she is at 

Grand Isle. Robert's usual custom is to pick one of the married women to adore and flirt 
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with throughout the season. At one time, he showered his affections on Adele Ratignolle. 

Edna is at first uncomfortable with his attention: "he once quietly rested his head against 

Mrs. Pontellier's arm. As gently she repulsed him. Once again he repeated the offense. 

She could not but believe it to be thoughtlessness on his part; yet that was no reason she 

should submit to it. She did not remonstrate, except again to repulse him quietly but 

firmly" (12). This struggle for power between Edna and Robert demonstrates Robert's 

stepping over the bounds of propriety that Edna is comfortable with. He does not 

apologize, and Edna begins to become more comfortable with allowing him these 

liberties as she searches for her own identity. She later agrees to go to the beach with 

Robert even though she is in conflict as to why: 

A certain light was beginning to dawn dimly within her, --the light which, 

showing the way, forbids it. .. .In short, Mrs. Pontellier was beginning to 

realize her position in the universe as a human being, and to recognize her 

relations as an individual to the world within and about her. This may 

seem like a ponderous weight of wisdom to descend upon the soul of a 

young woman of twenty-eight-perhaps more wisdom than the Holy 

Ghost is usually pleased to vouchsafe to any woman. ( 14) 

Edna is awakening to her own identity and discovering that she is an individual with 

rights and freedoms apart from her husband and children. As a child, she had 

instinctively perceived "the dual life-that outward existence which conforms, the 

inward life which questions" (14 ). This time spent at Grand Isle awakens the rebellious 

spirit that yearns for independence, and Edna associates that with her relationship with 
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Robert. Madame Ratignolle implores Robert to leave Edna alone because she might take 

him seriously (19). Madame Ratignolle's misgivings foreshadow the future relationship 

between Robert and Edna as they grow closer and Edna associates her budding freedom 

with her affection for Robert. 

Edna forms a friendship with Adele Ratignolle at Grand Isle. Adele fulfills the 

archetypal role of the earth mother who is devoted to her husband and children and "the 

embodiment of every womanly grace and charm .... There are no words to describe her 

save the old ones that have served so often to picture the bygone heroine of romance and 

the fair lady of our dreams" (9). Her beauty is described as "flaming and apparent" and 

even a little extra weight "did not seem to detract an iota from the grace of every step, 

pose, gesture" (9). Edna enjoys just sitting and looking at Madame Ratignolle, whom she 

describes as a "faultless Madonna" (11). She is seen as the opposite of Edna, who is not 

quite graceful , whose beauty is somewhat subtle and has to be looked for, and who does 

not embody the mother figure and seems not to concern herself with her children. 

Madame Ratignolle lives for her children, and they help make up her identity and 

who she is; whereas Edna feels no deep attachment for her children, and they are not 

what make up her identity or sense of self. Edna remembers when Leonce ' s mother took 

the children for part of the summer, "Their absence was a sort of relief, though she did 

not admit this, even to herself. It seemed to free her of a responsibility which she had 

blindly assumed and for which Fate had not fitted her" (19). Madame Ratignolle likes to 

sew her children's clothes and do housework when there is no need for her to do it herself. 

Edna is "quite at rest concerning the present material needs of her children, and she could 
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not see the use of anticipating and making winter night garments" (10). But Edna agrees 

to cut out the pattern under Madame Ratignolle's supervision to please Madame. 

Madame Ratignolle and Edna have a heated debate after Edna says that "she would never 

sacrifice herself for her children, or for any one .... the two women did not appear to 

understand each other or to be talking the same language" ( 46). Edna explains that she 

would give the "unessential" like money and even her own life, but she could never give 

herself. " It is only something which I am beginning to comprehend, which is revealing 

itself to me" ( 46). Edna is starting to realize that she has to have her own identity and 

sense of freedom from all others. She does not want to be just a wife or mother, but her 

own person who can make decisions and please herself without others demanding pieces 

of her. 

Madame Ratignolle also embodies the characteristics of the flirt who knows how 

to control those around her through her womanly wiles. When she complains of faintness 

due to her pregnant condition, "Mrs. Pontellier flew for the cologne water and a 

fan .... Robert plied the fan with unnecessary vigor. The spell was soon over, and Mrs. 

Pontellier could not help wondering if there was not a little imagination responsible for 

its origin" (13). Later when Edna and Madame Ratignolle are at the beach, Adele begs 

Robert to help her to the house, "she complained of cramp in her limbs and stiffness of 

the joints. She leaned draggingly upon his arm as they walked" (19). Madame 

Ratignolle knows how to control men through flirtation and the demands of chivalry. 

She understands the art of manipulation, whereas Edna only utilizes the straightforward 

and direct approach. Dorothy H. Jacobs in "The Awakening: A Recognition of 
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Confinement" argues that Madame Ratignolle is a model for Edna; but instead of 

"inspiring Edna to emulation, though, Adele helps to sharpen Edna's awareness of her 

distinction from the type" (88). Edna seeks to define herself through her own power, not 

through the art of manipulating others. 

When Edna's father, the Colonel, comes to visit Edna and buy a gift for his 

daughter Janet's upcoming wedding, Edna feels the need to entertain him. She takes him 

over to the Ratignolles' soiree where they make a big fuss over him. "Madame coquetted 

with him in the most captivating and nai"ve manner, with eyes, gestures, and a profusion 

of compliments ... Edna marveled, not comprehending. She herself was devoid of 

coquetry" (Chopin 65). Edna notices men but does not feel the need for any "kittenish 

display to attract their notice-to any feline or feminine wiles to express herself. ... Her 

fancy selected them" ( 66). Edna does not display the drawing room art of flirting that 

women were supposed to use to attract attention from men and chooses the men she talks 

to based on intellectual interest. She caters to her father because he interests her. It 

amuses her to serve and minister to his wants. Leonce sees this action as positive and a 

sign of a "deep filial attachment which he had never suspected" (66). Later, when Edna 

gets tired of her father's "wedding garments and his bridal gifts, with his padded 

shoulders, his Bible reading, his 'toddies' and ponderous oaths," he leaves on a bad note 

because Edna refuses to go to the wedding or offer any apology for not attending. Edna 

lacks the talent of Adele to empathize or attempt to smooth things over in relationships, 

and each relationship that Edna has with a man is severed by the end of the novel. 
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Madame Ratignolle' s relationship with her husband is seen as ideal and in sharp 

contrast to the Pontelliers; the Ratignolles clearly adore each other. "The Ratignolles 

understood each other perfectly. If ever the fusion of two human beings into one has 

been accomplished on this sphere it was surely in their union" (54). This marriage is in 

direct contrast to the relationship between Edna and Leonce where love is not really 

passionate or even necessary. Edna realizes that their domestic harmony is "not a 

condition of life which fitted her, and she could see in it but an appalling and hopeless 

ennui." She cannot understand Madame Ratignolle's contentment in a situation that 

offers a "colorless existence which never uplifted its possessor beyond the region of blind 

contentment, in which no moment of anguish ever visited her soul, in which she would 

never have the taste oflife's delirium" (54). Edna cannot define what her role is in life 

but instinctively knows that she cannot achieve the "delirium" she is seeking without 

escaping the traditional roles of mother and wife that have been imposed upon her. 

The turning point for Edna is the midnight swim that she takes with Robert where 

she truly begins to feel her own power and identity as she finally learns to swim: ''But 

that night she was like the tottering, stumbling, clutching child, who of a sudden realizes 

its powers, and walks for the first time alone, boldly and with over-confidence" (27). 

This childlike swim is a metaphor for Edna's life as she slowly learns to rely on herself 

and break the bonds of those who have been oppressing her. As she swims out farther 

than her strength will support, she looks back and "to her unaccustomed vision the stretch 

of water behind her assumed the aspect of a barrier which her unaided strength would 

never be able to overcome" (28). The desperation Edna feels at this obstacle 
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foreshadows her final swim at the end of the novel during which she realizes that she will 

never be able to overcome the barrier of the male patriarchy placed upon her in society 

and sees that her only escape from the oppression of the world behind is to keep 

swimming out farther until she is truly free. But after this first swim, Edna feels that she 

has triumphed and begins to assert her own will and identity. When Robert later asks to 

join her on the porch, Edna begins to assert herself by telling him to stop swinging the 

hammock, to get her shawl, and noncommittally telling him that he can stay if he wishes 

to but she does not require his company. This assertion of independence affects the 

couple, and they feel "the first-felt throbbings of desire" (30). 

Edna later moves farther into independence when she defies her husband by 

refusing to come to bed after her adventure in the water. "Her eyes gleamed bright and 

intense, with no sleepy shadows, as they looked into his" (30). There is a struggle for 

power between the two as Edna refuses to accept the excuses that Leonce gives for her to 

come to bed. "'You will take cold out there,' he said irritably. 'What folly is this? Why 

don't you come in?' 'It isn't cold; I have my shawl.' 'The mosquitoes will devour you.' 

'There are no mosquitoes" (30). He shows his impatience and irritation through his 

movements, but Edna refuses to give into him this time. "She perceived that her will had 

blazed up, stubborn and resistant. She could not at that moment have done other than 

denied and resisted" (31 ). She asserts herself farther by giving him an ultimatum: 

"Leonce go to bed .... I don't wish to go in, and I don't intend to. Don't speak to me like 

that again; I shall not answer you" (31 ). She wins this battle, but Leonce comes out and 

sits smoking cigars, refusing to leave her alone. Leonce' s petulant act slowly overtakes 
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Edna's feeling of joy, and she feels like "one who awakens gradually out of a dream ... to 

feel again the realities pressing into her soul" (31 ). She wearily gets up and goes into bed; 

Leonce gets the final blow when he says that he will come in "Just as soon as I have 

finished this cigar" and again gains the upper hand (31 ). 

The next day Edna feels like a different woman. She sends for Robert to take her 

over to the Cheniere for mass. "She had never sent for him before .... She did not appear 

conscious that she had done anything unusual in commanding his presence" (32). Sailing 

across the bay, Edna feels a sense of freedom of "being borne away from some anchorage 

which had held her fast, whose chains had been loosening-had snapped the night 

before ... leaving her to drift whithersoever she chose to set her sails" (33). But during the 

mass, Edna is overcome with "a feeling of oppression and drowsiness" and must leave to 

go take a nap at a local cottage (34-36). Edna awakens from the sleep a woman reborn, 

and Edna "could only realize that she herself-her present self-was in some way 

different from the other self. That she was seeing things with different eyes and making 

the acquaintance of new conditions in herself that colored and changed her environment, 

she did not yet suspect" (39). Edna is evolving into a woman who eventually is able to 

insist upon her freedom and identity and to see how her life could be if she only had 

control. 

Edna again feels that she is losing the control that she is beginning to establish in 

her life when Robert decides to leave Grand Isle and travel to Mexico. There is a power 

struggle between Edna and Robert as he tells her goodbye. He refuses to sit down or give 

a straight forward answer to her question of how long he will be gone. "I've grown used 
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to seeing you, to having you with me all the time, and your action seems unfriendly, even 

unkind. You don't even offer an excuse for it. Why, I was planning to be together, 

thinking of how pleasant it would be to see you in the city next winner" (43). But Robert 

refuses to stay and play the game; he leaves after Edna "entreats" him to write to her and 

he agrees. Edna is tortured throughout the rest of the novel because Robert never fulfills 

this agreement, and she must receive word of him through other characters. When Robert 

leaves, Edna is tortured with "the biting conviction that she had lost that which she had 

held, that she had been denied that which her impassioned, newly awakened being 

demanded" ( 44). She is beginning to demand a sense of identity and freedom that she 

mist<;1kenly has linked to her relationship to Robert. But the only true way to achieve a 

new sense of herself is for her to achieve freedom in isolation. 

Mademoiselle Reisz is a character that Edna instinctively dislikes but also one 

with whom she identifies. Reisz embodies the archetypal role of the independent artist 

and is described as "a disagreeable little woman, no longer young, who had quarreled 

with almost every one, owing to a temper which was self-assertive and a disposition to 

trample upon the right of others" (25). But she appreciates Edna's interest and emotional 

connection to her music and would only agree to play for Edna at Grand Isle feeling she 

was the only one who really appreciated it. As Reisz begins to play, Edna is emotionally 

affected by the music: "Perhaps it was the first time she was ready, perhaps the first time 

her being was tempered to take an impress of the abiding truth .... the very passions 

themselves were aroused within her soul. .. and the tears blinded her" (26). Mademoiselle 
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Reisz is a character who can connect with Edna and assess her potential as the 

independent woman that she is becoming. 

When the Pontelliers return to New Orleans, Leonce again tries to gain control of 

Edna's transformation whenever she fails to keep her Tuesday reception day. "I should 

think you'd understand by this time that people don't do such things; we've got to 

observe !es convenances if we ever expect to get on and keep up with the 

procession ... .it's just such seeming trifles that we've got to take seriously; such things 

count" ( 49). As punishment for this defiance of convention, Leonce refuses to eat dinner 

and complains that it is not a meal "a man could eat and retain his self-respect. ... cooks 

are only human. They need looking after, like any other class of persons that you 

employ" (50). This statement seems to have a double meaning and includes Edna as a 

servant who needs to be looked after so she does not ruin his reputation. Leonce leaves 

in a huff to eat at his club. Edna defiantly sits and finishes her supper by herself "with 

forced deliberation. Her face was flushed and her eyes flamed with some inner fire that 

lighted them" (50). She moves into her room and "was seeking herself and finding 

herself in such sweet, half-darkness which met her moods. But the voices were not 

soothing that came to her from the darkness .... They jeered and sounded mournful notes 

without promise, devoid even of hope" (50). She cannot find any comfort and paces back 

and forth in her room, frustrated, tearing a handkerchief into pieces. "Once she stopped, 

and taking off her wedding ring, flung it upon the carpet. When she saw it lying there, 

she stamped her heel upon it, striving to crush it" (50). But no matter how hard Edna 

tries, the ring is left without a "mark upon the little glittering circlet" (51 ). She is not able 
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to destroy or release herself from her marriage that is symbolized by the ring. She throws 

a vase against the hearth to "destroy something. The crash and clatter were what she 

wanted to hear" (51 ). This action is Edna's effort to take control over something in her 

life; she begins a process that will slowly destroy the life she knows through her actions, 

just like the vase. The next day, as she looks at the world around her, she takes no 

interest and feels it were all "part and parcel of an alien world which had suddenly 

become antagonistic" (51 ). Edna is slowly separating herself from her family and home 

and isolating herself in her own world where she can disconnect from the responsibilities 

of wife and mother. 

Edna moves beyond what she sees as her childish outbursts that were futile, but 

instead begins to exercise her freedom by doing and feeling as she liked. "She made no 

ineffectual efforts to conduct her household en bonne menagerie, going and coming as it 

suited her fancy" (54). She has decided to abandon the fac;ade of the good housewife and 

has begun to live her life based on her own impulses. Leonce begins to feel betrayed as a 

husband who was courteous "so long as he met a certain tacit submissiveness in his 

wife .... her absolute disregard for her duties as a wife angered him" (55). Edna begins to 

stand up for herself in the household. "When Mr. Pontellier became rude, Edna grew 

insolent. She had resolved never to take another step back" (55). Leonce begins to 

account for his wife's odd behavior, not as an assertion of free will and independence, but 

as maybe an unstable medical condition or unbalanced mental state. "He could see 

plainly that she was not herself. That is, he could not see that she was becoming herself 

and daily casting aside that fictitious self which we assume like a garment with which to 
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appear before the world" (55). Ewell states that "Leonce is Chopin's most incisive 

portrait of the Americanized male. In his bourgeois insensitivity, he regards his wife's 

rebelliousness as simply as illness or insanity" and expects her to "function efficiently 

and quietly toward his well-being and satisfaction" ( 148). Edna is slowly evolving into 

her own person and casting off the expectations of society. Leonce cannot understand 

this transformation and can only account for it by some form of madness. Victor Lebrun 

seems to comprehend better than Leonce how Edna has changed after they meet on the 

street and Edna forgets to be dignified and reserved and seems to flirt with him. 

"Ravishing . .. The city atmosphere has improved her. Some way she doesn' t seem like 

the same woman" (Chopin 59). Victor sees the transformation as beneficial whereas 

Leonce interprets the change as detrimental. 

Leonce decides to consult with Dr. Mandelet, who is a semi-retired physician that 

"bore a reputation for wisdom rather than skill" (62). He still attends a few families out 

of friendship, such as the Ratignolles and the Pontelliers. Leonce comes to Dr. Mandel et 

for his opinion about Edna's strange behavior: "Her whole attitude- toward me and 

everybody and everything-has changed .... She's making it devilishly uncomfortable for 

me .. .. She's got some sort of notion in her head concerning the eternal rights of women; 

and- you understand-we meet in the morning at the breakfast table" (63) . Leonce's 

concern is still only for himself and his household. He is worried about his own comfort 

and is upset that Edna has cut him off from sex. He is not truly troubled about what Edna 

may be going through or feeling but is only alarmed about how her behavior affects him. 

Dr. Mandel et is afraid that she may be associating with a group of intellectual women 
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that might be filling her head with ideas. Leonce assures him that the problems is that 

Edna has become completely antisocial and spends time by herself moping in streetcars 

and acting peculiar. Immediately, Dr. Mandelet asks if there is any history of mental 

illness in her family. He advises Leonce to send Edna to her sister's wedding. Leonce 

says Edna feels "a wedding is one of the most lamentable spectacles on earth. Nice thing 

for a woman to say to her husband" (63). Mandelet suggests that Leonce leave Edna 

alone: "Woman ... is a very peculiar and delicate organism ... .It would require an inspired 

psychologist to deal successfully with them .... Most women are moody and whimsical. 

This is some passing whim of your wife .... it will pass happily over, especially if you let 

her alone" (64). Mandelet thinks there might be another man involved but knows better 

than to ask Leonce about it. 

Edna refuses to attend her sister's wedding; and Leonce, once again, tries to assert 

himself by attending himself and "by every means which money and love could devise to 

atone somewhat for Edna's incomprehensible action" (68). Neither the Colonel nor 

Leonce can explain Edna's behavior satisfactorily. Edna's father feels that Leonce is too 

lenient a husband to stand this kind of rebellion. "The Colonel was perhaps unaware that 

he had coerced his own wife into her grave" (68). Edna's father controlled his own wife 

through physical abuse, and this form of oppression must have crushed Edna's mother's 

own sense of identity and freedom. 

When Dr. Mandelet dines with Leonce, Edna, and her father, he notices that Edna 

had undergone a "subtle change which had transformed her from the listless woman he 

had known into a being who, for the moment, seemed palpitant with the forces of life. 
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Her speech was warm and energetic. There was no repression in her glance or gesture. 

She reminded him of some beautiful, sleek animal waking up in the sun" (67). When the 

doctor is on his way home, he wishes he had not accepted the invitation to dinner: "He 

knew his fellow-creatures better than most men; knew the inner life which so seldom 

unfolds itself to unanointed eyes .... He did not want the secrets of other lives thrust upon 

him .... ' I hope to heaven it isn't Alcee Arobin"' (68). The doctor realizes that Edna has 

awakened to some new sense of freedom and identity. He connects it with a possible 

affair, believing that the only answer to this new awakening is a man. 

Emily Toth in Unveiling Kate Chopin describes Alcee Arobin as a "roue" who 

lustfully pursues Edna and "loves the night and horses; he is good looking, with an 

insolent manner; and he pursues Edna in a practiced way, with charm and 

'animalism' .... the Alcee character awakens a woman to sexual passion she has never 

known before" (98). Alcee is first introduced to Edna at the racetrack and forms a 

friendship with her. "It was no labor to become intimate with Arobin. His manner 

invited an easy confidence. The preliminary stage of becoming acquainted was one 

which he always endeavored to ignore when a pretty and engaging woman was 

concerned" (Chopin 73). Arobin has dinner with Edna and becomes increasingly more 

intimate as the night progresses until he tells her "how different life might have been if he 

had known her years before" (73). He then shows her a scar he received in a duel. 

Aro bin has performed this clever act of seduction numerous times for women and is 

practiced at manipulating the opposite sex: "He stood close to her, and the effrontery in 

his eyes repelled the old, vanishing self in her, yet drew all her awakening sensuousness. 
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He saw enough in her face to impel him to take her hand and hold it while he said his 

lingering good night" (73). Edna is alarmed by his confidence, but also excited because 

she cannot control him or his pursuit. When she asks him to leave, "she felt that her 

words lacked dignity and sincerity, and she knew that he felt it. ... he bent and pressed his 

lips upon her hand as if he wished never more to withdraw them .... Alcee Arobin's 

manner was so genuine that it often deceived even himself' (74). After he leaves, Edna 

feels that she has committed an act of infidelity, not against her husband, but against 

Robert. Her husband is a person she feels she just married "without love as an 

excuse .... Arobin was absolutely nothing to her. Yet his presence, his manners, the 

warmth of his glances, and above all the touch of his lips upon her hand had acted like a 

narcotic upon her" (74). Edna is beginning to realize her power as a woman. She is 

being awakened to her sexuality that is evolving with her independence and is becoming 

addicted to the freedom to control and make choices about her life. 

As the relationship with Arobin grows, Edna feels he "sometimes talked in a way 

that astonished her at first and brought the crimson into her face; in a way that pleased 

her at last, appealing to the animalism that stirred impatiently within her" (75). Arobin 

helps Edna to explore this new animal instinct that is coming to life until she learns to 

take control of it and explore it herself. "When he leaned forward and kissed her, she 

clasped his head, holding his lips to hers. It was the first kiss of her life to which her 

nature had really responded. It was a flaming torch that kindled desire" (80). She is not 

responding to the kiss as much as she is responding to having the power and control of 

her own sexuality. 
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Later in the novel, Arobin begins to become attached to Edna, who is using him to 

help her control all of her roiling emotions: "It was getting to be more than a passing 

whim with Arobin to see her and be with her. He had detected the latent sensuality, 

which unfolded under his delicate sense of her nature's requirements like a torpid, torrid, 

sensitive blossom" (99). He feels that he has some control over her and is teaching her to 

open up to her own sensuality and identity. But Arobin cannot maintain his hold on Edna 

and slowly loses control of the affair. Edna realizes that in the end Aro bin is just a 

distraction, an excuse for her to exert some form of independence in her relationships. 

"To-day it is Arobin; to-morrow it will be some one else" (108). He has no real hold 

over her sexuality or attention, and he is just another diversion that will lose its appeal 

over time. 

When Edna visits Mademoiselle Reisz in New Orleans to hear her play the piano 

again, she also reconnects with Robert through his letters to Reisz. The older artist 

comments about Edna's decision to become a painter, "You have pretensions .... To be an 

artist includes much; one must possess many gifts-absolute gifts-which have not been 

acquired by one's own effort. And, moreover, to succeed, the artist must possess the 

courageous soul ... The brave soul ... that dares and defies" (61 ). Mademoiselle Reisz does 

not feel that she knows Edna well enough to determine whether she is going to be able to 

stand up and become independent. She knows what is required for those who walk 

outside of society's conventions and feels sympathy for Edna. Mademoiselle Reisz fears 

for Edna: "when I left her today, she put her arms around me and felt my shoulder blades, 

to see if my wings were strong, she said. 'The bird that would soar above the level plain 
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of tradition and prejudice must have strong wings. It is a sad spectacle to see the 

weaklings bruised, exhausted, fluttering back to earth" (79). 

When Edna begins to awaken to the passion and power of her womanhood, 

Mademoiselle Reisz "by her divine art, seemed to reach Edna's spirit and set it free" (75). 

Edna explains to the older woman that she is going to move out of her husband's house 

and live on her own. When asked to provide a reason, Edna explains: "The house, the 

money that provides for it, are not mine. Isn't that enough reason? ... I know I shall like it, 

like the feeling of freedom and independence" (76). Edna instinctively is "prompted to 

put away her husband's bounty in casting off her allegiance .... she had resolved never 

again to belong to another than herself' (76). Edna's move to her own house and choice 

to support herself is a great step toward her independence. She is confident that 

everything will be accepted and will work out. 

When Edna makes the move out of the house she shares with Leonce, she does 

not ask for permission: 

Without even waiting for an answer from her husband regarding his 

opinion or wishes in the matter, Edna hastened her preparations for 

quitting her home on Esplanade Street and moving into the little house 

around the block .... Whatever was her own in the house, everything which 

she had acquired aside from her husband's bounty, she caused to be 

transported to the other house, supplying simple and meager deficiencies 

from her own resources. (80) 
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Leonce' s reaction is to write Edna a letter of "unqualified disapproval and remonstrance" 

and ask her to consider "first, foremost, and above all else, what people would say. He 

was not dreaming of scandal. ... He was simply thinking of his financial integrity. It 

might get noised about that the Pontelliers had met with reverses, and were forced to 

conduct their menage on a humbler scale ... .It might do incalculable mischief to his 

business prospects" (88-89). Leonce once again relates everything to his position, 

financial status, and business prospects. He is not concerned for the motives behind his 

wife's decision, but only how it affects them monetarily. But Leonce immediately works 

to tum the event to his advantage "with his usual promptness and handled it with his 

well-known business tact and cleverness. The same mail which brought to Edna his letter 

of disapproval carried instructions-the most minute instructions-to a well-known 

architect concerning the remodeling of his home." Leonce has already devised a plan to 

minimize the damage to the Pontellier reputation and cover up Edna's departure . ''Expert 

and reliable packers and movers were engaged to convey ... everything movable, in 

short- to places of security. And in an incredibly short time the Pontellier house was 

turned over to artisans" (89). Leonce also puts a brief notice in the daily paper that he 

and Edna were "contemplating a summer sojourn abroad, and that their handsome 

residence on Esplanade Street was undergoing sumptuous alterations .... Mr. Pontellier 

had saved appearances! Edna admired the skill of his maneuver, and avoided any 

occasion to balk his intentions" (89). Leonce has saved face and sees no reason to come 

home and find out what is going on with his wife. He and Edna continue their separate 

existence under the pretense of the false assumptions of society. Edna has taken control 
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over her own home and has a "feeling of having descended in the social scale, with a 

corresponding sense of having risen in the spiritual. Every step which she took toward 

relievi_ng herself from obligations added to her strength and expansion as an individual" 

(89). Her main concern is not her social or economic status in society, but she is more 

concerned with the claiming and growth of her own identity and soul. When she answers 

her husband's letter concerning their trip abroad, she uses "friendly 

evasiveness ... because all sense of reality had gone out of her life; she had abandoned 

herself to Fate, and awaited the consequences with indifference" (98). Edna no longer 

cares how Leonce views her actions and moves out of his controlling influence into her 

own independence. 

When Robert returns to New Orleans, he accidentally runs into Edna at 

Mademoiselle Reisz's home but then avoids having contact with her. There is a battle of 

wills between Robert and Edna as she is "tempted to seek him out. But far from yielding 

to the impulse, she avoided any occasion which might throw her in his way" (99). She 

uses her romance with Alcee Arobin to help her control her feelings concerning Robert. 

After a particular night spent with the playboy, Edna feels she has finally conquered her 

emotional rollercoaster: "There was no despondency when she fell asleep that night; nor 

was there hope when she awoke in the morning" (99). She is resolved not to let her 

feelings for Robert take control of her life. 

At a chance meeting in an out-of-the-way restaurant, Edna attempts to be 

"indifferent" and "reserved" after a "laborious train of reasoning;" but, instead her 

"resolve melted when she saw him before her ... as if a designing Providence had led him 
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into her path" ( 100). She forces Robert to address the issue of his feelings for her. "You 

save yourself something-I don't know what-but there is some selfish motive, and in 

sparing yourself you never consider for a moment what I think, or how I feel your neglect 

and indifference. I would suppose that is what you would call unwomanly; but I have got 

into a habit of expressing myself. It doesn't matter to me, and you may think me 

unwomanly if you like" (100). This attitude is very different from the shy and timid 

woman that Robert left in Grand Isle. Robert understands that nothing can come out of 

the fact that he may love Edna: "You would have me bare a wound for the pleasure of 

looking at it, without the intention or power of healing it" ( 100). Edna retreats a bit, but 

when Robert comes to her home she aggressively takes control of the situation. "She 

leaned over and kissed him-a soft, cool, delicate kiss, whose voluptuous sting 

penetrated his whole being" ( 101 ). Robert gives into his feelings for Edna and embraces 

her while declaring his feelings for Edna. She does not understand why he should have 

been fighting how he feels and why he left for Mexico to escape the situation. "Because 

you were not free; you were Leonce Pontellier's wife .... I forgot everything but a wild 

dream of your some way becoming my wife .... Religion, loyalty, everything would give 

way if only you cared ... .I realizoo what a cur I was to dream of such a thing, even if you 

had been willing" (IO 1-02). Robert can only imagine claiming Edna if she were free to 

become his wife. Here Edna makes her declaration of independence of Robert and 

Leonce. "You have been a very, very foolish boy, wasting your time dreaming of 

impossible things when you speak of Mr. Pontellier setting me free! I am no longer one 

of Mr. Pontellier' s possessions to dispose of or not. I give myself where I choose. If he 
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were to say, 'Here, Robert, take her and be happy; she is yours,' I should laugh at you 

both" (102). Edna has finally taken full control of her own existence and shuns being 

claimed by any man. She has made a proclamation that she will be the only person to 

decide to whom and when she will give any part of herself. 

When she is called away from Robert to attend Madame Ratignolle at the time of 

her baby's birth, Edna is overwhelmed with a feeling of dread and remembers her own 

experience where she awakened to "a little new life to which she had given being, added 

to the great unnumbered multitude of souls that come and go" (104 ). She does not 

remember the experience or her children as unique or special. She braces herself for the 

childbirth experience as a witness for Madame Ratignolle. "With an inward agony, with 

a flaming, outspoken revolt against the ways of Nature, she witnessed the scene of 

torture" (104). This is the way Edna views the birth and the experience a mother is 

forced to submit to for her children. Before she leaves, Edna is given one last admonition 

from Madame Ratignolle about the role of a mother in the world: "Think of the 

children .... Remember them" ( I 04). Edna is forced to make a decision about her life as 

she talks to Dr. Mandelet after the birth: 

I'm not going to be forced into doing things ... .I want to be let alone. 

Nobody has any right--except children, perhaps-and even then, it seems 

to me--or it did seem ... the years that are gone seem like dreams--if one 

might go on sleeping and dreaming-but to wake up and find-oh! Well! 

Perhaps it is better to wake up after all, even to suffer, rather than to 

remain a dupe to illusions all one's life ... .I don't want anything but my 
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own way. That is wanting a good deal, of course, when you have to 

trample upon the lives, the hearts, the prejudices of others-but no 

matter-still, I shouldn't want to trample upon the little lives .... Don't 

blame me for anything. (105) 

Edna is debating just how far she must go to declare her own independence from society 

and the roles that she has been expected to embrace. She cannot bring herself to hurt her 

children, but she also cannot give herself over to them completely. She sees that there 

may be only one escape and asks to be forgiven and accepted for the decision she will 

make. In the end, Edna sees her children as "antagonists who had overcome her; who 

had overpowered and sought to drag her into the soul's slavery for the rest of her days. 

But she knew a way to elude them" (108). Edna chooses to escape the responsibilities 

and sacrifices of motherhood instead of being forced to live out her life either making 

concessions to who she is or having to hurt those she loves. 

After all of Edna's confidence and optimism are destroyed, she is forced to make 

her final choice of accepting suicide as her only true form of freedom. She thinks of 

Mademoiselle Reisz's reaction to her choice. How she would have "laughed, perhaps 

sneered, if she knew! 'And you call yourself an artist! What pretensions, Madame! The 

artist must possess the courageous soul that dares and defies" (109). Edna realizes that 

what she is doing may be seen as a cowardly escape from living the life of the 

independent woman like Mademoiselle Reisz. But Edna finally decides that "There was 

no human being whom she wanted near her except Robert; and she even realized that the 

day would come when he, too, and the thought of him would melt out of her existence, 
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leaving her alone" ( 108). She cannot be dependent on him or any other person to give 

her an identity. Edna requires complete freedom and control over her own life and 

existence and chooses to escape through suicide rather than be defined by another person 

for the rest of her life. 

At the end of the novel, all of her close relationships flash through Edna's 

conscious thoughts, but each one has lost its hold over her; she slowly pushes them all 

out of her mind as she walks into the water and begins to swim. She sees that a bird 

"with a broken wing was beating the air above, reeling, fluttering, circling disabled down, 

down to the water" (108). The bird's inability to fly and descent to the water is symbolic 

of Edna's return to the water after being unsuccessful in her attempt to survive as the 

independent, free woman out in the controlling atmosphere of society. As Edna stands 

naked on the shore for the first time in her life, "She felt like some new-born creature, 

opening its eyes in a familiar world that it had never known" ( 109). The water envelops 

Edna; it is seen as her last lover who is "sensuous, enfolding the body in its soft, close 

embrace" ( 109). Edna thinks of all the people that would come to have some kind of 

claim upon her and swims farther out leaving them behind. "The shore was far behind 

her, and her strength was gone. She looked into the distance, and the old terror flamed up 

for an instant, then sank again" ( 109). Edna finally accepts that she cannot fight the 

expectations of society and releases herself into her final retreat that can give her 

complete freedom from all demands on her identity. She accepts her choice of suicide as 

the alternative that is best for her children and also allows her to keep the essential part of 

herself that she has discovered. 
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The theme of isolation and solitude runs throughout the novel into this last act of 

separation. Emily Toth points out in "Kate Chopin Thinks Back Through Her Mothers: 

Three Stories by Kate Chopin" that Chopin also favors solitude, "a word that appears 

some fourteen times in The Awakening, nearly always in positive contexts" (24). Margo 

Culley examines how Edna reflects the original title, "A Solitary Soul": "What we feel 

most keenly about Edna is her remoteness from those about her .... And her solitude is 

underscored by the dramatic action of the novel as the significant persons in her life 

repeatedly leave her alone" (248). Even her preference in music reflects this theme as 

she names a piece of music that she likes to hear Madame Ratignolle play "Solitude" and 

imagines "the figure of a man standing beside a desolate rock on the seashore. He was 

naked. His attitude was one of hopeless resignation" (Chopin 25-26). The sea appears to 

her to have, from her first experience at the moonlight swim, "an impression of space and 

solitude, which the vast expanse of water, meeting and melting with the moonlit sky, 

conveyed to her excited fancy" (28). Edna has isolated herself since childhood in a way 

and "had all her life long been accustomed to harbor thoughts and emotions which never 

voiced themselves .... They belonged to her and were her own, and she entertained the 

conviction that she had a right to them and that they concerned no one but herself' ( 46). 

When Leonce leaves their home in New Orleans, Edna finally feels some comfort in 

moving around the rooms. "She liked then to wander alone into strange and unfamiliar 

places .... And she found it good to dream and to be alone and unmolested" (56). Edna 

begins to explore her world and see it through her own eyes. Leonce and her father's 

departure gives Edna "a radiant peace" that settles upon her "when she at last found 
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herself alone" ( 69). She has isolated herself from her family, her husband, and her 

children and now has time to discover herself; and she "breathed a big, genuine sigh of 

relief' (69). When Edna begins to come into her own and exerts her independence, she 

throws the farewell dinner at the house she shared with Leonce. "There was something in 

her attitude, in her whole appearance when she leaned her head against the high-backed 

chair and spread her arms, which suggested the regal woman, the one who rules, who 

looks on, who stands alone" (84 ). She has taken control, but this image foreshadows the 

future isolation that her freedom will bring and the way it is transforming her internally 

and externally. She visits her children one last time and "carried away with her the sound 

of their voices and the touch of their cheeks .... But by the time she had regained the city 

the song no longer echoed in her soul. She was again alone" (90). Her relationships with 

Robert and Aro bin cannot sustain her. Finally, she comes back to the sea that "is 

seductive, never ceasing, whispering, clamoring, murmuring, inviting the soul to wander 

in abysses of solitude . . .. when she was there beside the sea, absolutely alone, she cast the 

unpleasant, pricking garments from her, and for the first time in her life she stood naked 

in the open air" ( I 08). As Edna stands naked and alone, she makes the decision to swim 

out into the sea: "She thought of Leonce and the children. They were a part of her life. 

But they need not have thought that they could possess her, body and soul" ( I 09). Edna 

makes the ultimate choice to separate herself from her husband and children and escape 

what she fears would have consumed her. Edna returns to the sea, naked, as to a 

mother' s womb, and is enveloped in isolation and complete and utter solitude. She has 

severed all ties and relationships and is completely free. 
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Chopin's character overcomes the marginalization and oppression of women in 

traditional roles of wife and mother. Edna struggles for self-definition and the freedom to 

create qer own identity without having any person claim parts of her. She refuses to 

follow the guidelines for the archetypal roles of earth mother or independent artist, but 

resists all forms of classification and retreats into ultimate isolation. She goes against 

societal expectations in terms of finances, residencies, associations, and motherhood. 

She returns naked to the abyss that offers her the ultimate freedom from all claims upon 

her life and soul. 
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CHAPTER III 

Blanche DuBois: A Search for Security 

" ... my greatest affliction, which is perhaps the major theme of my writings, the 

affliction of loneliness that follows me like my shadow, a very ponderous shadow too 

heavy to drag after me all of my days and nights ... " (Memoirs 99). 

Tennessee Williams addresses the issues of the marginalization and oppression of 

women by a male patriarch through his character Blanche DuBois and the isolation, 

alienation, and search for identity that result. In his Memoirs, Tennessee Williams writes 

about his relationships, both sexual and platonic, and the effect these relationships had on 

his work and the themes that they inspired. Elia Kazan, who directed A Streetcar Named 

Desire when it opened on Broadway on December 3, 1947, describes the themes as "a 

message from the dark interior. This little twisted, pathetic, confused bit of light and 

culture puts out a cry. It is snuffed out by the crude forces of violence, insensibility and 

vulgarity which exist in our South" (21 ). The light and culture are represented by 

Blanche, who is depicted as a Southern belle who encounters several power struggles 

with the men in her life who represent the "crude forces" that force her into isolation. 

Her relationships with her first husband Allan, her brother-in-law Stanley, her suitor 

Mitch, and the several young men that she seduces reveal a woman desperately searching 

to find her identity through her interactions with men. She looks for an escape from her 
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current role in society as a destitute, aging, unmarried woman who must rely on the 

forbearance of her sister and brother-in-law to escape the rumors and reality of her past. 

Peggy W. Prenshaw's statement seems to summarize Blanche's need to escape: 

Characters of twentieth-century Southern literature yearn for freedom 

from the past, from suffocating family responsibilities, old mistakes and 

corruptions, illusions, compromises ... they harbor to some degree the 

strong impulse to escape history, assert their innocence and declare 

independence from entanglements that would thwart their individualism 

(6). 

· Blanche is searching for a new beginning and a new identity that will offer her a place in 

society. Blanche believes that freedom will come in the form of a respectable marriage 

that will allow her the traditional role of wife in society. Kazan notes that Blanche is 

trying to " find Protection: the tradition of the old South says that it must be through 

another person" (22). First she looks for protection with Allan; then she turns to Mitch. 

After she loses her chance for respectability with Mitch, Blanche has to create a false 

reality in which Shep Huntleigh might rescue her. Finally she finds a refuge with the 

doctor from the asylum who shows her the kindness she does not receive from others. 

Blanche also struggles unsuccessfully to find a compromise between the 

passionate wife that Stella has become and the virginal and privileged Southern belle that 

she associates with Belle Reve. Kazan elaborates on Blanche's struggle for identity : 

Her problem has to do with her tradition. Her notion of what a woman 

should be. She is stuck with this 'ideal.' It is her. It is her ego. Unless 
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she lives by it, she cannot live; in fact her whole life has been for 

nothing ... Because this image of her self cannot be accomplished in 

reality ... it is her effort and practice to accomplish it in fantasy. 

Everything that she does in reality too is colored by necessity, this 

compulsion to be special. So, in fact, reality becomes fantasy too. (Kazan 

22) 

Blanche creates a fantasy for Mitch that will make her respectable enough for him to 

marry her and rescue her from her past and offer security for the future. Such a marriage 

would establish a reality that would allow her an escape: 

The thing about the "tradition" in the nineteenth century was that it 

worked then. It made a woman feel important with her own secure 

positions and functions, her own special worth. It also made a woman at 

that time one with her society. But today the tradition is an anachronism 

which simply does not function. It does not work. So while Blanche must 

believe it because it makes her special, because it makes her sticking by 

Belle Reve an act of heroism, rather than an absurd romanticism, still it 

does not work ... . She's a misfit, a liar, her "airs" alienate people, she must 

act superior to them which alienates them further. She doesn't know how 

to work. So she can't make a living. She's really helpless. She needs 

someone to help her. Protection. She's a last dying relic of the last 

century now adrift in our unfriendly day ... She's still looking for 
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something that doesn't exist today, a gentleman, who will treat her like a 

virgin, marry her, protect her, defend and maintain her honor, etc. (22-23) 

Blanche's fantasy is destroyed by her husband Allan's homosexuality when she discovers 

him with another man. Later she turns to Mitch to be her gentleman protector, but he 

rejects her as unclean. Blanche is left with only the fantasy of a gentleman that will 

protect her from the outside world. Christopher W. E. Bigsby in "Tennessee Williams: 

Streetcar to Glory" states that Stella is the weakest character in the play because 

Williams' "sympathies are always with the weak and defeated" like Blanche "while his 

admiration is always with those who manage to survive in and even dominate 

contemporary society" (108). Kazan also favors Blanche over Stella and states that she 

has more worth because she does not want to "hang back with the brutes" but is "the only 

voice of light," even though her actions are motivated by "jealousy and personal 

frustration" (23). Rigney states that in a "society which values competition, material 

success, aggressiveness--characteristics considered to be essentially masculine and 

therefore discouraged in women-femininity becomes a negative quality" ( 4-5). Barbara 

Rigney concludes that according to Phyllis Chesler "psychotherapy reflects a society 

which devalues woman and socializes them to devalue themselves" (5). Blanche feels 

that all she has to offer men are illusions of beauty, youth, and virginity to receive a 

respectable offer of marriage. Blanche offers her sexuality to men that she feels she can 

control, but this offer is shrouded in secrecy and shame. Kazan sees Blanche as a 

"heightened version, an artistic intensification of all women," an archetype that makes the 

play universal. Kazan says Blanche relates to all women because "she is at that critical 
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point where the one thing above all else that she is dependent on: her attraction for men, 

is beginning to go. Blanche is like all women, dependent on a man, looking for one to 

hang onto: only more so ... She'll even take that protected feeling, that needed feeling, 

that superior feeling, for a moment. Because, at least for a moment, that anxiety, the hurt 

and the pain will be quenched" (24). Nancy M. Tischler in "A Gallery of Witches" 

describes Blanche as "Enough of a Southerner to remain convinced of the propriety of 

clearly defined male-female roles, she seeks male dominance ( e.g. Shep and Mitch, as 

she imagines their chivalric concern for her) so that she can relax and be truly feminine. 

The final poignant gesture of leaning on the doctor's arm confirms her longing to lean on 

a strong male" (502). Williams said that his goal when writing is "to capture the 

constantly evanescent quality of existence. When I do that, then I have accomplished 

something" (Memoirs 84). Streetcar speaks universally to men and women who struggle 

with finding their identity and fulfilling society's expectations. 

Kazan refers to the play as a "poetic tragedy" because, with Blanche's decline 

into madness, the audience is shown "the final dissolution of a person of worth, who once 

had great potential, and who, even as she goes down, has worth exceeding that of the 

'healthy,' coarse-grained figures who kill her" (21 ). Blanche is slowly overcome by 

Stanley's oppressive power and her inability to adapt to her conditions. 

Stella has adapted to this change in the tradition and society and has formed a new 

identity outside of Belle Reve and Blanche. Rigney in Women and Madness adopts 

Chesler' s definition of the "normal woman" who is often "the housewife, content with 
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passivity and limited authenticity" (3). Stella has assumed these characteristics and is 

content being defined through Stanley. Thomas P. Adler makes a similar argument: 

Stella has made a healthy adjustment that delivers her from Blanche's 

neuroticism. Accepting the physical as a necessary component of the 

spiritual and desire as normal has liberated her-though perhaps only for 

another kind of enslavement. For, when Blanche intrudes upon the 

Kowalski household, she finds a Stella in early pregnancy who defines 

herself almost totally in terms of Stanley. ( 61) 

Like Eunice, Stella has learned to remain passive finding her identity in her role as 

Stanley's wife: 

They are content to live in a world defined by males and their social rituals, 

to be called "the little woman" and to trot along behind the men and watch 

them bowl, to countenance, up to a point, their card playing and loud 

drinking because of what will happen later in the bedroom. Even verbal 

and physical abuse do not keep Stella away from Stanley. (61) 

When Blanche comes to visit, Stella becomes rebellious; and this change threatens 

Stanley's satisfied existence. 

As the play opens, Stanley appears carrying a blood-stained package of meat from 

the butcher that he tosses to Stella. This opening act establishes Stanley as the dominant 

male in the play. Blanche will later make reference to this scene and describe Stanley to 

Stella as "ape-like ... like one of those pictures I've seen in-anthropological 

studies ... Bearing the raw meat home from the kill in the jungle! And you-you here-
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waiting for him! Maybe he'll strike you or maybe grunt and kiss you" (Streetcar 72). 

Alan Ehrlich also comments on this opening scene where "Stanley bellows to Stella and 

tosses her package of meat which she catches ... an action that can be interpreted as a 

symbol of the sex on which their relationship is based. One gives, the other receives; 

their alliance is established" (128). Later, Blanche, "the weaker character, the one who 

feels most out of place in the established environment. .. tries to revamp the environment; 

but .. . she is unable to conquer her antagonist" ( 131 ). Blanche is broken and left alone 

without anyone to turn to for help. 

Stella is described by Williams as a "gentle young woman, about twenty-five, and 

of a background obviously quite different from her husband's" (Streetcar 13-14). 

Blanche is also described as "incongruous to this setting" based on her appearance in a 

"white suit with a fluffy bodice, necklace and earrings of pearl, white gloves and hat, 

looking as if she were arriving at a summer tea or cocktail party" (Streetcar 15). Blanche 

is obviously out of place in a working class neighborhood in the French Quarter of New 

Orleans and Stella ' s new life with Stanley. Each character's appearance helps set up his 

or her role as dominant male, passive female, and the Southern belle that no longer fits 

into this society. Thomas P. Adler describes Stanley's entrance: 

Stanley belongs in the Quarter; its open and unpretentious style and its 

gutsy and sizzling life become him. Dressed in the denim clothes and 

bowling jacket of the middle-class workman, he struts in as the macho 

owner and controller of the scene, "bellowing" at the top of his lungs for 

his wife, Stella. He throws her a blood-stained package of meat from the 
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butchers-an action that vulgarly announces his manhood and his pride in 

it. (25) 

Stanley is clearly defined as the dominant male, and Stella is thrilled by his masculinity 

and virility. He takes complete control of every situation and is only interested in his 

own selfish needs. 

Upon seeing Stella, Blanche also takes control of her own situation by giving 

Stella orders and criticizing her appearance. This ploy allows Blanche to subjugate Stella 

and place her in the role of the baby sister to gain the upper hand and control Stella 

through her demands and criticism. "But don't you look at me ... not till I've bathed and 

rested! And turn that over-light off! Turn that off! I won't be looked at in this merciless 

glare" (Streetcar 18-19). Blanche demands that the lighting be to her advantage 

throughout the play until Mitch and then Stanley take away this control at the end. 

Blanche dominates Stella by criticizing her home, husband, neighbors, and appearance: 

What are you doing in a place like this? .. .I'm not going to be hypocritical, 

I'm going to be honestly critical about it. Never, never, never in my worst 

dreams could I picture-Only Poe! Only Mr. Edgar Allan Poe!-could do 

it justice ... Why didn't you let me know? (Streetcar 19-20) 

Blanche does not understand how Stella could be content living in conditions that 

Blanche sees as beneath their place in society. Blanche needs the security that Stella has 

obtained, but she also resents Stella for accomplishing what she could not. She uses her 

criticism to keep Stella in a childlike role and to establish a sense of importance and 

superiority. Stella acknowledges that Blanche has always controlled her through 
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conversation: "You never did give me a chance to say much, Blanche. So I just got in the 

habit of being quiet around you" (Streetcar 20). Blanche dictates the conversation to 

establish control over her relationships, but Stanley alone seems to overcome Blanche. 

Stanley verbally and then physically breaks her down. 

Another way Blanche controls Stella and others in her environment is through her 

appearance. She demands compliments to reaffirm her power and image of herself. 

Blanche needs constant reassurance from those around her that she looks all right: 

BLANCHE. You haven't said a word about my appearance. 

STELLA. You look just fine. 

BLANCHE. God love you for a liar! Daylight never exposed so total a 

ruin! But you--you've put on some weight, yes, you're just as plump 

as a little partridge! And it's so becoming to you! ... Youjust have to 

watch around the hips a little. (Streetcar 21) 

Blanche undermines Stella' s esteem to establish her own superiority, and her compliment 

is really a criticism. She belittles Stella whenever she makes her stand up for a closer 

evaluation to see if she measures up to Blanche's standards: "You messy child, you, 

you've spilt something on the pretty white lace collar! About your hair-you ought to 

have it cut in a feather bob with your dainty features. Stella, you have a maid, don't 

you?" (Streetcar 22). Blanche then turns the attention back to her own appearance and 

measures herself up against Stella to regain control: "I want you to look at my figure! 

[She turns around] You know I haven't put on one ounce in ten years, Stella? I weigh 

what I weighed the summer you left Belle Reve. The summer Dad died and you left 
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us ... " (Streetcar 22). Philip Weissman discusses both Blanche's fear and desire to be 

looked at: 

Blanche DuBois is constantly contained in a portrayal of an exhibitionistic 

·woman concerned with her appearance and clothes and with when she is 

seen and not seen .... To be looked at in admiration of beauty, in despair of 

waning youth, in the brutality of daylight, in the kindliness of night, or in 

the evanescence of cheap costume jewelry and summer frock is to be 

Blanche DuBois. (59) 

It is very important to Blanche to maintain her youth and appearance because she sees 

these attributes as all she has left to bargain with in a male-dominated society. 

Part of what drives Blanche is the search to find a compromise between Stella's 

sexuality and Blanche's view of what a proper, virginal Southern belle is supposed to be. 

Blanche is shocked when Stella admits: "I can hardly stand it when he [Stanley] is away 

for a night ... When he's away for a week I nearly go wild! ... And when he comes back I 

cry on his lap like a baby .... " Blanche cannot understand these emotions because she has 

never experienced them for herself and can only answer: "I guess that is what is meant by 

being in love ... " (Streetcar 25). Blanche has experienced a tragic love that has ultimately 

left her alone. John T. von Szeliski states that Blanche's "downfall has long since begun. 

We meet her at the moment she is starved for friendship, protection, and sympathy and 

therefore- to Williams' mind-most worth watching. In his compassion for Blanche, 

this very feature of loneliness is what he wants to show" (70). She is prepared to accept 
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any situation that will save her from her loneliness and give her security and 

respectability. 

When Blanche tries to account for her appearance on Stella's doorstep without 

any financial means of support, she attempts to avert blame from herself and place the 

guilt onto Stella for the loss of Belle Reve: 

BLANCHE. I know that you're bound to reproach me-but before you 

do-take into consideration-you left! I stayed and struggled! You 

came to New Orleans and looked out for yourself. I stayed at Belle 

Reve and tried to hold it together! I'm not meaning this in any 

reproachful way, but all the burden descended on my shoulders. 

STELLA. The best I could do was make my own living, Blanche. 

BLANCHE. I know, I know. But you are the one that abandoned Belle 

Reve, not I! I stayed and fought for it, bled for it, almost died for it! 

(Streetcar 25-26) 

Blanche resents Stella for getting out and escaping the fate that has dragged Blanche 

down. She is haunted by all the deaths in her family that required her to be the sole 

protector of Belle Reve. "I took the blows in my face and my body! All of those deaths! 

The long parade to the graveyard!. .. You just came home in time for the funerals, Stella. 

And funerals are pretty compared to deaths ... Sit there and stare at me, thinking I let the 

place go! I let the place go? Where were you! In bed with your-Polack!" (Streetcar 

26-27). Blanche feels responsible for the loss of Belle Reve, but she also blames Stella 

for escaping the trap that has taken away the family home and inheritance. She is left 
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with nothing for all of her trouble whereas Stella has built a life that includes some of the 

goals Blanche has dreamed of for herself. Stella has become a wife and has found 

security and protection through Stanley whereas Blanche, the older sister, is starting over 

late in life with nothing. 

Robert Emmet Jones describes the main category of male characters in Williams' 

plays as "outwardly, and sometimes aggressively, masculine (Stanley Kowalski)" with a 

"certain animal vitality that makes them attractive to women and to other men" (549). 

Stanley's description in the first scene sets up his role as dominant male: 

... medium height, about five feet eight or nine, and strongly, compactly 

built. Animal joy in his being is implicit in all his movements and 

attitudes. Since earliest manhood the center of his life has been pleasure 

with women, the giving and taking of it, not with weak indulgence, 

dependently, but with the power and pride of a richly feathered male bird 

among hens. (Streetcar 29) 

These qualities have drawn Stella to Stanley and allowed him to pull her down from the 

pedestal she was on while living in Belle Reve. Stanley also has a strong masculine 

character that allows his "heartiness with men, his appreciation of rough humor, his love 

of good drink and food and games, his car, his radio, everything that is his, that bears his 

emblem of the gaudy seed-bearer." This list of possessions includes Stella and any 

children that she brings into the world that will further the Kowalski bloodline. Stanley is 

described as sizing "women up at a glance, with sexual classifications, crude images 

flashing into his mind and determining the way he smiles at them" (Streetcar 29). He is 
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the embodiment of male machismo and enforces the laws of the male patriarchy through 

sexuality and, where necessary, force. Thomas Adler states: "If a male is to confirm the 

biological superiority that is stereotypically attributed to him, he needs a weaker inferior 

whom he can dominate and manipulate; male power, therefore, ordinarily requires 

assertion through physical means" (78). Blanche instinctively reacts to Stanley's 

overwhelming masculinity "drawing involuntarily back from his stare" and understands 

that he is a threat (Streetcar 29). Later in the play, Blanche describes her fear of Stanley. 

"The first time I laid eyes on him I thought to myself, that man is my executioner! That 

man will destroy me" (Streetcar 93). Blanche, from the beginning of the play, 

instinctively knows that Stanley will not allow her to exist in her illusions but will force 

her into his reality where she cannot survive. 

Stanley sizes Blanche up after noticing his depleting supply of whiskey that she 

has been steadily imbibing and immediately challenges her by sarcastically commenting: 

"Liquor goes fast in hot weather." When Blanche refuses the shot that Stanley offers and 

tries to cover up with a lie that she rarely touches alcohol, Stanley is quick to point out 

that he can see through Blanche's lies to the truth: "Some people rarely touch it, but it 

touches them often" (Streetcar 30). Stanley then establishes his dominance in the 

household by removing his shirt in front of Blanche, who finds this action indecent. She 

is forced to accept the display and adapt. Stanley feels confident that he has gained the 

upper hand and acknowledges Blanche's possible objections when he remarks: "I'm 

afraid I' 11 strike you as being the unrefined type" (Streetcar 31 ). Normand Berlin 

discusses the power struggle that exists between Blanche and Stanley: 
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Desire or sexual impulse, therefore, is common to both Blanche and 

Stanley and provides one measure of their similarity and difference. They 

share other measures as well. They compete for the possession of Stella, 

for the affections of Mitch; they share the bottle of whiskey; they dress 

and undress in the view of others; they both wish to occupy the bathroom. 

(99) 

Both characters are battling for control and are naturally set at odds against each other. 

As the play progresses, Stanley begins to resent Blanche for her interference in his and 

Stella's existence. Stanley refuses to allow any change in his domain, and this includes 

Stella. "Blanche tries to adjust the established environment, but Stanley is not taken in 

by his sister-in-law's airs . . .. Stanley must defend his home against the enemy. All he 

wants is to return to the lifestyle he enjoyed before Blanche arrived" (Ehrlich 131 ). Stella 

has become a little rebellious and does not have a warm supper waiting for Stanley when 

he gets home. Instead Stella is taking Blanche to Galatoire's for supper: 

STANLEY. How about my supper, huh? I'm not going to no Galatoire's 

for supper! 

STELLA. I put you a cold plate on ice. 

STANLEY. Well, isn't that just dandy! (Streetcar 32) 

Stanley objects to the first discomfort from Blanche's disruption in their lives and reacts 

defensively . Blanche's appearance has set Stanley and Stella against each other in a way 

that they have not experienced before, and Stanley will not allow it. When Stella tells 

Stanley to leave and let Blanche dress, he reacts as if she has threatened his masculinity 
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by demanding "Since when do you give me orders?" (Streetcar 37). Adler explains that 

Stanley is used to acting as the "king" of his "domain": 

His wife Stella, and his buddies from work are his loyal subjects. That 

Stanley can look upon Blanche's arrival as an invasion and threat to the 

absolute control he exercises over his territory intimates the 

precariousness of his position. Vulnerable to criticism for his rough and 

uncultivated behavior, he is threatened by Blanche's pretensions to 

refinement and gentility. Blanche can remind his wife of what she 

sacrificed to marry him and to the severe limitations of what he has been 

able to provide her in return. His power and pride as a man rest in his 

virility. (51) 

Stanley cannot allow Blanche to convince Stella that they are superior to him in some 

way. He needs to keep Stella to hold on to his masculine pride and prove that he can 

satisfy her in a way that Blanche cannot. 

Stanley begins to question Blanche's presence and motivation for being there. He 

asks Stella about the loss of Belle Reve and demands to see a bill of sale. Stanley uses 

the legal argument: "In the state of Louisiana we have the Napoleonic code according to 

which what belongs to the wife belongs to the husband and vice versa .. . It looks to me 

like you have been swindled, baby, and when you're swindled under the Napoleonic code 

I'm swindled too. And I don't like to be swindled" (Streetcar 34-35). Stanley is 

protecting his and Stella's interest and expressing a fear that he is going to lose out on 

something that is his right in the world. Stanley uses Blanche's cheap, imitation fur, 
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jewelry, and perfume as examples of her squandering the inheritance: "Look at these 

feathers and furs that she come here to preen herself in!. .. Where are your fox-pieces, 

Stella? .. .I 'm willing to bet you there's thousands of dollars invested in this stuff 

here ... Here's our plantation, or what was left of it" (Streetcar 35-36). Stanley sees 

Blanche's fake treasures and feels Stella, as his wife and his property, deserves the same 

luxuries that he sees Blanche indulging herself in. Stanley is demonstrating to Stella the 

difference between her background and his lower-class perspective. When Stanley 

confronts Blanche about the loss of Belle Reve, she gives him the large stack of papers 

she has brought with her from the law firm Ambler & Ambler. She explains that there 

were several loans made on Belle Reve: 

BLANCHE. There are thousands of papers, stretching back over hundreds 

of years, affecting Belle Reve as, piece by piece, our improvident 

grandfathers and father and uncles and brothers exchanged the land for 

their epic fornications ... The four-letter word deprived us of our 

plantation .. .I think it's wonderfully fitting that Belle Reve should 

finally be this bunch of old papers in your big, capable hands! 

(Streetcar 42-43) 

Blanche 's and Stella' s male relatives have squandered their birthright and left the women 

with nothing but bills to be paid. The women have had no control over their future or 

fortune. The men used the money for their own personal pleasures without a thought 

about their dependents. Blanche understands that the lack of forethought and concern of 

her privileged male relatives has placed her status, fortune, and future in the hands of 
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Stanley who, with the evolution of society, is the fittest and will survive and advance his 

bloodline. Stanley justifies his overbearing treatment of Blanche: " ... a man has to take 

an interest in his wife's affairs-especially now that she's going to have a baby" 

(Streetcar 43). Stanley believes that it is necessary to protect the interests of his heirs and 

to insure a future for his bloodline. Blanche understands that Stella is fulfilling the role 

that is acceptable in society as a wife and mother. Blanche realizes the age of gentility 

and her own family's bloodline are dying out and remarks that maybe Stanley is "what 

we need to mix with our blood now that we've lost Belle Reve" (Streetcar 44). Blanche 

senses her own downfall and the loss of the tradition that she has been holding on to. 

Blanche employs flirtation, deception, and her feminine wiles to try to manipulate 

men and gain control over situations. She creates whatever illusion she feels that the men 

want to see in order to get her own way . When confronted by Stanley, she flirts with him 

by appearing to need male assistance to fasten the buttons on the back of her dress . She 

attempts to get a compliment on her appearance, but Stanley does not accommodate her. 

Instead, Stanley questions her about what he views as expensive and frivolous 

possess10ns: 

BLANCHE. Why, those were a tribute from an admirer of mine! 

STANLEY. He must have had a lot of-admiration! 

BLANCHE. Oh, in my youth I excited some admiration. But look at me 

now! [She smiles at him radiantly] Would you think it possible that I 

. ? 
was once considered to be-attractive. 

STANLEY. Your looks are okay. 
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BLANCHE. I was fishing for a compliment, Stanley. 

STANLEY. I don't go in for that stuff ... I never met a woman that didn't 

know if she was good-looking or not without being told, and some of 

them give themselves credit for more than they've got. (39-40) 

Blanche first tries to impress Stanley with an acknowledgment of her attractiveness. She 

is looking for an affirmation that she is still desirable, but Stanley realizes that women 

use their looks as a manipulation to get their way, and he believes that he is too smart for 

that tactic. He knows that women who use their beauty as a lure are fully aware of what 

they are doing. Blanche realizes she should take a different approach with Stanley and 

sends Stella out to get a coke while she sinks down to Stanley's level and attempts to talk 

plainly with him. "The poor thing [Stella] was out there listening to us, and I have an 

idea she doesn't understand you as well as I do .. .let us proceed without any more double

talk" ( 40). Blanche spoils this maneuver by "playfully" spraying Stanley with her 

atomizer and returning to the role that she is most comfortable with. Stanley refuses to 

be taken in and "seizes the atomizer and slams it down on the dresser. She throws back 

her head and laughs" ( 41 ). Jones examines the sexual roles in Williams' plays: "The 

conventional role of the male as the aggressor in a sexual relationship is rarely to be 

found . ... Men are the sex objects sought by desperate women .... Women tend to take 

center stage in the plays and attempt sexual dominance" (548). Blanche is included in 

these women characters who are "aggressive, but they are defeated by not being able to 

resolve the conflict between their sexual proclivities and the demands of a moribund 

genteel code which denies them sexual fulfilment outside marriage and thus makes them 
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unable to differentiate between illusion and reality" (550). Stanley begins to get 

suspicious of Blanche's actions, and this suspicion eventually leads to her downfall: 

STANLEY. lfl didn't know that you was my wife's sister I'd get ideas 

about you! 

BLANCHE. Such as what! 

STANLEY. Don't play so dumb. You know what! 

BLANCHE. [she puts the atomizer on the table] All right. Cards on the 

table. That suits me. I know I fib a good deal. After all, a woman ' s 

charm is fifty percent illusion, but when a thing is important I tell the 

truth .... (Streetcar 41) 

Blanche understands that the illusion she creates can affect the attitude and actions of the 

male characters. She feels that if she can create the correct illusion as a woman that she 

will find safety from the harsh reality of life as a poor spinster. Philip Weissman uses 

psychoanalysis to explain Blanche's motivation: 

... we must seek out Blanche in the deepest depiction of her inner conflicts, 

of her failing social adjustment, and of her final tragedy. Williams' 

heroines frequently meet the poignant pressure of unconscious strivings 

and catastrophic realities with a delusional denial of reality . . . His 

characters weave fantasies that unburden the momentary crisis, transform 

narcissistic injury into painless gratification, and devise schemes of secure 

eternities. (59) 
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Blanche is attempting to find protection and security through her interaction with men; 

and, when she is rejected, she retreats into her fantasies for safety. This illusion will 

eventually be the only place she feels safe. Blanche is slowly losing all respectability due 

to her sullied reputation, advancing age, declining looks, and failure to attract a husband 

and have her own family. Blanche tells Stella that everything between Blanche and 

Stanley will be all right: "I laughed and treated it all as a joke. I called him a little boy 

and laughed and flirted. Yes, I was flirting with your husband" (Streetcar 44). This 

acknowledgment of the flirtation with Stanley makes it appear that Blanche is in control 

and that she finds these tactics completely respectable in dealing with men. 

In Scene Three, "The Poker Night," the atmosphere is one of male bonding and 

competition that is slowly escalating in intensity. The surroundings suggest a "lurid 

nocturnal brilliance, the raw colors of childhood' s spectrum," and the men are described 

as being at "the peak of their physical manhood, as coarse and direct and powerful as the 

primary colors" they are wearing. They are absorbed in the game and using this past time 

as an excuse to get drunk. Adler points out that the game, "like most locker-room 

assertions of masculinity, offers these men both a moment of bonding in which they can 

sublimate their otherwise unmet emotional needs and also a proof of their manliness: 

competition, aggressiveness, and finally domination are the rules" (58) . When Blanche 

and Stella enter the masculine domain of the poker game, Blanche still observes the code 

of chivalry and instructs the gentleman: "Please don't get up," but this courtesy is ruined 

by Stanley ' s rude remark that reminds Blanche that she is in his world now: "Nobody's 

going to get up, so don ' t be worried" (Streetcar 48). Stanley is intoxicated with his own 

65 



virility and exhibits this power by ordering the women around and slapping Stella on the 

thigh like she was a common barmaid. Stella is hurt by this display of male physicality 

and angrily tells Blanche: "It makes me so mad when he does that in front of people" (48). 

Stella is retreating into the gentility that Blanche represents and objects to being seen as 

just Stanley's sexual possession. 

Blanche finds a promising prospect for marriage and shows interest in Mitch after 

she notices that he is clearly attracted to her. Mitch seems different from the other men 

and is a little out of place. He gives the impression that his life revolves around his 

mother when he says: "I oughta go home pretty soon ... I gotta sick mother. She don't go 

to sleep until I come in at night .. .. You all are married. But I'll be alone when she goes." 

Mitch is viewed as a typical momma's boy, and Stanley teases him by offering him a 

"sugar-tit" ( 46). Mitch is easily influenced and has a passive personality compared to the 

other men. He is soft. He knows that he is going to be lonely after his mother dies. 

There will be no one to take care of him and tell him what to do. Mitch is exactly the 

type of man that Blanche is looking for to offer her security and respectability. Blanche 

reacts to his staring and "awkward courtesy" by acting shy and embarrassed. She sizes 

him up almost instantly after hearing Stella ask about his mother's health. Blanche 

decides he is an acceptable prospect. She tells Stella that Mitch seems "superior to the 

others" and "had a sort of sensitive look" ( 49). She makes sure he is not married and not 

"a wolf' and questions Stella about his occupation and opportunities for advancement to 

insure that he is suitable and can properly support her. 
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Blanche begins her seduction of Mitch by turning on the radio and standing half 

dressed where he can see her from his spot at the table. Blanche "raises her arms and 

stretches, as she moves indolently back to the chair" (51 ). This sight causes a reaction 

from Mitch; unfortunately, it also causes Stanley to react violently because of what he 

sees as an invasion of his space. Stanley calls attention to the fact that Mitch is looking at 

Blanche and "jerks roughly at curtains to close them." He attempts to put Mitch in his 

place by ordering him to "Sit down! " and then teasing Mitch about his mother (52). 

Mitch refuses to be deterred and approaches Blanche who artfully flirts and compliments 

Mitch and begins to weave her deceptive illusion. She admits to Mitch that she has had 

too much to drink, but Blanche lies about her tolerance to alcohol : "I'm not accustomed 

to having more than one drink. Two is the limit- and three! Tonight I had three" (54) . 

Blanche also conceals her age from Mitch. She tells him that Stella is not really her little 

sister. " I call her little in spite of the fact she ' s somewhat older than I." She enhances 

this deception by having Mitch place a colored lantern over the light to conceal her real 

age. Blanche's justification is that she "can't stand a naked light bulb, any more than I 

can a rude remark or a vulgar action" (55). This deception in lighting is concealing the 

older, unattractive side of Blanche; and her comment about rude or vulgar actions is also 

not credible. Blanche has been very familiar with the dark and seedy side of nightlife 

when she lived in Laurel and was notorious for seducing men. She lies to Mitch again 

when she tells him that Stella has not been well and her sister's health is the reason she is 

visiting. Each lie that Blanche tells is torn away at the end by Stanley, just as Mitch tears 

away the paper lantern. But, in Scene Three Blanche's flirtation is slowly pulling Mitch 
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m. As "Blanche waltzes to the music with romantic gestures," Mitch follows and "is 

delighted and moves in awkward imitation like a dancing bear" (57). Stanley cannot 

stand the continued interruption in the card game. He also objects to watching a friend 

fall under Blanche's spell; and he "stalks fiercely" into the room and tosses the radio out 

the window (57). 

Stanley's drinking and the presence of the other men allows him to escalate the 

violence to establish his domination of the women and the situation. Stella yells at 

Stanley and calls him a "drunk-animal thing" and begs the other men to go home if they 

have "one spark of decency" (57). But, it is too late. Stanley comes after Stella for 

interfering and uses physical abuse to put Stella back in her place. After Stanley is forced 

back to reason by the other men, he understands that he needs Stella and shows genuine 

sorrow at the thought that he has lost her. "He throws back his head like a baying hound 

and bellows his wife's name: 'Stella! Stella, sweetheart! Stella"' (59). Stella realizes 

that she cannot survive without Stanley's protection and rushes back to him and "they 

come together with low, animal moans. He falls to his knees on the steps and presses his 

face to her belly, curving a little with maternity" (60). Stella knows that she is pregnant 

without any means of supporting herself. Stanley shows her love and also answers the 

sensual impulse that is at the core of her being. She goes "blind with tenderness as she 

catches his head and raises him level with her. He snatches the screen door open and lifts 

her off her feet and bears her into the dark flat" (60). This act exhibits the power that 

Stanley holds over Stella and how much abuse she will accept to retain the security and 

love that she needs. Blanche cannot understand Stella's acceptance of such violence and 
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observes that there is "so much confusion in the world." She accepts Mitch as her savior 

and looks to him for protection. "Thank you for being so kind! I need kindness now" 

( 61 ). Blanche believes that she has lost her connection to her sister and is set adrift in a 

hostile world that she does not understand. She is blindly reaching out for something that 

makes sense, and she sees Mitch as the answer to her search for refuge. 

In Scene Four, Stella is reflective of the calm after the storm; and her face is 

"serene in the early morning sunlight." She is relishing her new role of expectant 

motherhood, and her "hand rests on her belly, rounding slightly with new maternity." 

Williams wanted to make sure that Stella embodied the "narcotized tranquility that is the 

faces of Eastern idols." Blanche appears in complete contrast to Stella as she "presses 

her knuckles nervously to her lips" and then by "throwing herself down beside Stella in a 

rush of hysterical tenderness" (62). Blanche becomes the child in need of comfort from 

the mother figure. Stella excuses away Stanley's behavior as typical of men by 

explaining to Blanche that "when men are drinking and playing poker anything can 

happen. It ' s always a powder-keg. He didn't know what he was doing .. . He was as good 

as a lamb when I came back and he's really very, very ashamed of himself' (63). Stella 

explains that Stanley has always been violent, even on their wedding night when he 

smashed all the lightbulbs with her slipper. But, she is "thrilled by it" and accepts it as 

part of his temperament (64). Blanche tells Stella: "your fix is worse than mine is! Only 

you're not being sensible about it. I'm going to do something. Get hold of myself and 

make myself a new life ... But you've given in. And that isn't right, you're not old! You 

can get out" (65). Blanche is desperately trying to improve her situation even though she 
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is getting older and her looks are fading. She sees that Stella has a golden opportunity to 

make her life mean something; and she is crushed when Stella emphatically states: "I'm 

not in anything I want to get out of. .. He promised this morning that he was going to quit 

having these poker parties, but you know how long such a promise is going to keep. Oh, 

well, it's his pleasure ... People have got to tolerate each other's habits, I guess" (65). Elia 

Kazan observes that Stella feels "an unconscious hostility toward Blanche" because she is 

so "patronizing, demanding and superior" and "makes her [Stella] so useless, old

fashioned and helpless ... everything that Stanley has got her out of. Stanley has made a 

woman out of her. Blanche immediately returns her to the subjugation of childhood, 

younger-sister-ness" (24). Blanche is astonished by Stella's accepting attitude toward her 

situation; and, in an attempt to gain control, Blanche resorts to ordering Stella around: 

"Stop it. Let go of that broom. I won't have you cleaning up for him" (66). But when 

Stella refuses, Blanche realizes that she might lose in the battle over Stella and Stella may 

choose to "hang back with the brutes" (72). 

Blanche begins to panic and starts fabricating a plan to save Stella and herself. 

Shep Huntleigh, Blanche's old beau, begins to emerge as an escape route for Blanche. 

Blanche begins to devise a plan and tells Stella that they need to "get hold of some 

money, that's the way out." Blanche explains about running into Shep Huntleigh when 

she went to Miami to find a husband. "I took the trip as an investment, thinking I'd meet 

someone with a million dollars." This trip to Miami shows Blanche's desperation to find 

a husband who will be able to support the lifestyle she wants. Blanche describes Shep's 

financial situation: "Texas is literally spouting gold in his pockets ... Y'know how 
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indifferent I am to money. I think of money in terms of what it does for you. But he 

could do it ... set us up in a-shop ... with half what his wife throws away at the races" 

(66-67). Blanche is desperately looking for a way that she and Stella can eventually 

support themselves without having to rely on men. She had to abandon Shep as a 

potential husband and savior when she discovered that he was already married, but now 

begins to envision Shep as a possible solution to her problem as a financial benefactor. 

She thinks of sending a desperate message to attract Shep as she returns to her habit of 

using qeception when she is dealing with men. She also understands that she must have 

something to offer Shep in return for his help. Blanche is in a desperate situation; she is 

dependent on the support of Stanley and Stella because she has no job, no money, and no 

prospects for anything better. Blanche is afraid of what her dependence on Stanley will 

mean in the end. Blanche tries to explain her feelings about Stanley to Stella when she 

says: "I can ' t live with him ... What such a man has to offer is animal force and he gave a 

wonderful exhibition of that! But the only way to live with such a man is to-go to bed 

with him! And that's your job-not mine" (69). Stella tries to reassure Blanche, but 

Blanche is adamant that she has to rescue Stella as well as herself. 

Blanche does not have the same view of sexual relations between men and 

women that Stella does. All of Blanche's sexual exploits have been in the dark where she 

can hide her shame, whereas Stella glories in the sexuality that Stanley has awakened and 

does not want to be rescued from the freedom that Stanley has given her. Blanche is 

shocked when she listens to Stella describe her feelings for Stanley: 
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STELLA. But there are things that happen between a man and a woman in 

the dark-that sort of make everything else seem--unimportant. 

BLANCHE. What you are talking about is brutal desire-just-Desire!

the name of that rattle-trap street-car that bangs through the 

Quarter ... It brought me here.-Where I'm not wanted and where I'm 

ashamed to be ... 

STELLA. Then don't you think your superior attitude is a bit out of place? 

BLANCHE. I am not being or feeling at all superior, Stella ... This is how 

I look at it. A man like that is someone to go out with-once

twice-three times when the devil is in you. But live with? Have a 

child by? (70-71) 

Blanche is ashamed of her physical desires and acts on them only in secret where she can 

keep them in the dark and does not have to acknowledge them. Stanley relishes his 

sexuality and allows Stella to do the same. Blanche cannot ignore this attitude and finds 

Stanley's blatant sexuality unacceptable for a gentleman. She sees his behavior as an 

affront to the side of her that is clinging to her virginal Southern belle identity. She feels 

that Stanley is "common" and lacks "any part of a gentleman's in his nature" that she was 

brought up to expect from men. "Oh, if he was just-ordinary! Just plain-but good 

and wholesome, but-no. There's something downright-bestial-about him" (71 ). 

Blanche sees Stanley as an animal or as a caveman that survived the stone age and begs 

Stella not to "hang back with the brutes" (72). Stanley overhears her impassioned plea to 

Stella and realizes that Blanche is a threat to his home. 
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Stanley retaliates by discovering Blanche's secrets and uses them as weapons to 

protect against her influence over Stella. When Blanche remarks about the appalling 

language she has heard while in New Orleans, Stanley counters: "You won't pick up 

nothing here you ain't heard before" (76). And, later, when Blanche says she was born 

under Virgo, the Virgin sign of the zodiac, Stanley laughs contemptuously. He 

immediately goes on the attack asking about a man named Shaw who met Blanche at the 

Hotel Flamingo. Blanche defends herself and claims that the "Hotel Flamingo is not the 

sort of establishment I would dare to be seen in" (77). She attempts to bluff her way out 

of the discussion, but "her voice has a note of fear" in it. Blanche is afraid her time is 

running out to find a husband and escape her past. Blanche begins to panic and asks 

Stella what unkind gossip she might have heard. Blanche tries to explain her motivation 

to Stella: "I never was hard or self-sufficient enough. When people are soft-soft people 

have got to shimmer and glow-they've got to put on soft colors ... and put a----paper 

lantern over the light. .. .It isn't enough to be soft. You've got to be soft and attractive. 

And I- I'm fading now! I don't know how much longer I can tum the trick" (79). 

Blanche is reaching out and realizes that time is not on her side. She is losing her youth 

and beauty and can only "shimmer and glow" by candlelight, not the harsh light of reality. 

Stella is unsympathetic; she does not pay attention to Blanche's cry for help or give her 

any reassurance. 

Blanche grasps on to the hope that Mitch will offer marriage and save her. She is 

pursuing Mitch with a delicate balancing act of illusion and lies. Blanche explains to 

Stella: 
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He hasn't gotten a thing but a goodnight kiss, that's all I have given him, 

Stella. I want his respect. And men don't want anything they get too easy. 

But on the other hand men lose interest quickly. Especially when the girl 

is over-thirty. They think a girl over thirty ought to-the vulgar term 

is-"put out" ... .I'm not "putting out." Of course ... I haven't informed 

him-of my real age! ... he thinks I'm sort of-prim and proper ... I want to 

deceive him enough to make him-want me ... (81) 

Blanche believes that only through deception can she convince anyone that she is worthy 

of marriage. She has become extremely prudish in her actions hoping that Mitch will 

believe she is a virgin and will not question her reputation or past. When Stella asks 

Blanche if she wants to marry Mitch, Blanche does not declare love for Mitch but instead 

she wants Mitch so she can "rest" and "breathe quietly again" and "leave here and not be 

anyone's problem" (81 ). Blanche just wants to marry Mitch as an escape from her 

troubles and her past indiscretions. Jeanne M. McGlinn in "Tennessee Williams' Women: 

Illusion and Reality, Sexuality and Love" argues that Williams presents his female 

characters with a crisis that allows only "two possible ways of acting: to face reality or to 

retreat into illusion. The significant question is whether she will face the crisis and 

choose to live in the real world, free of debilitating illusions and capable of compassion 

for others" (511 ). Blanche "refuses to accept the reality of her life and attempts to live 

under illusion" thus bringing about her own defeat and retreat into insanity (513). 

As Blanche is waiting for Mitch to show up for their date, Blanche almost gives 

into the temptation to seduce a young man when he comes by to collect for the paper. 
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Through this flirtation, Blanche feels that she has some control over another person and 

feels better about her ability to control her own life. Blanche begins to flirt and touches 

his shoulder as she suggestively asks, "Don't you just love these long rainy afternoons in 

New Orleans when an hour isn't just an hour-but a little piece of eternity dropped into 

your hands-and who knows what to do with it?" (Streetcar 83). She becomes 

increasingly more forward as the temptation grows. "You make my mouth water." 

Blanche is in control of the situation and pulls the man back as he tries to leave. Blanche 

says, "Come here. I want to kiss you, just once, softly and sweetly on your mouth." 

Blanche initiates the kiss and ends the kiss treating the boy like a small child. "Now run 

along, now, quickly! It would be nice to keep you, but I've got to be good-and keep my 

hands off children" (84). She enjoys having all the control in the encounter and "opens 

the door for him and blows a kiss at him as he goes down the steps with a dazed look" 

(84 ). Blanche is allowing glimpses into her past sins, as this scene is reminiscent of the 

teenage boy that cost Blanche her job in Laurel. These encounters allow her to achieve 

some control over men in an attempt to regain the power that she has lost. She cannot 

control men like Stanley; but these young, impressionable boys are still easily 

manipulated because they have not developed maturity and self-confidence and are 

flattered by the attention of an older woman. 

When Mitch arrives, Blanche's demeanor changes dramatically; and they 

resemble two teenagers on their first date as Blanche accepts the flowers Mitch has 

brought her "coquettishly" while Mitch "beams at her selfconsciously." Scene Six opens 

at the culmination of this unsatisfactory evening. Blanche is left exhausted after trying to 
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be what she believes Mitch wants. When Mitch asks her why she tried to have fun when 

she was not feeling up to it, Blanche replies that she "was just obeying the law of 

nature ... The one that says the lady must entertain the gentleman-or no dice" (86). 

Blanche believes that if she follows certain rules of courtly behavior she will be able to 

maneuver Mitch into proposing marriage. She implies that Stanley and Stella are ready 

for her to go to cause Mitch to think that she is leaving soon and to provoke Mitch to 

speed up his pursuit. Mitch shyly asks if he can kiss Blanche. She has rejected him 

before; and so, he always asks for permission now. Blanche tries to reassure him: 

Honey, it wasn't the kiss I objected to. I liked the kiss very much. It was the 

other little-familiarity-that I-felt obliged to-discourage ... .I didn't resent it! 

Not a bit in the world! In fact, I was somewhat flattered that you-desired me! 

But, honey, you know as well as I do that a single girl, a girl alone in the world, 

has got to keep a firm hold on her emotions or she'll be lost! (87) 

Blanche is convinced that Mitch will only offer marriage if she maintains her virginal, 

good girl image. Maybe because of past experiences she assumes that if he perceives any 

sense of impropriety he will abandon his honorable intentions. Mitch tries to tell her that 

she does not need to put on a fayade for him. "I like you to be exactly the way that you 

are, because in all my--experience-I have never known anyone like you" (87). Blanche 

does not believe this statement, of course, because Mitch does not really know who 

Blanche is. He knows only the illusion that she has created for him. 

Blanche attempts to create a romantic atmosphere in which she appears at her best 

by leaving the lights off, pouring drinks, moving into the bedroom, and lighting a candle. 
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She flirts with Mitch by excusing things that he feels are his flaws such as the way he 

perspires or his heavy build. Instead, she turns his fault into a compliment: "You have a 

massive bone-structure and a very imposing physique" (89). This statement makes Mitch 

feel important and strong, and he begins talking about how he works out at the gym: "I 

was getting soft in the belly but now my belly is hard. It is so hard now that a man can 

punch me in the belly and it don't hurt me. Punch me! Go on!" (89). Blanche pokes him 

lightly and appears suitably impressed, a reaction which feeds his ego. This topic is 

something that Mitch feels comfortable talking about, and he brags about his weight. 

Blanche properly responds: "Oh, my goodness, me! It's awe-inspiring" (90). Mitch then 

commits a faux pas and asks Blanche her weight, but Blanche plays it off and teasingly 

lets Mitch pick her up. "Samson! Go on, lift me" (90). This act allows some familiarity 

between the two as Mitch leaves his hands on Blanche's waist, and she responds by 

demurely telling him to release her. At this moment, Mitch "fumblingly embraces her" 

and she gently reproves him. Blanche chides, "Just because Stanley and Stella aren't at 

home is no reason why you shouldn't behave like a gentleman" (91 ). She explains that 

she is not an "old maid" schoolteacher but has "old-fashioned ideals" (91 ). Blanche 

effectively puts a stop to any amorous advances by Mitch and reinforces her virginal 

persona. She is unsettled when Mitch suddenly asks her how old she is so he can tell his 

mother about her. Blanche asks why that is important, and Mitch reveals that his mother 

is concerned about his being lonely after she dies. This information reveals to Blanche 

that Mitch may be ready to make an offer of marriage. She realizes that her problems 

may almost be over and reaches out to Mitch. "I think you have a great capacity for 
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devotion. You will be lonely when she passes on, won't you? I understand what that is" 

(95). Blanche identifies with Mitch's loneliness and grief at losing someone he loves. 

Blanche relives her own loss of her husband Allan and empathizes with Mitch 

about the future loss of his mother. She explains that Allan was only a boy and that she 

was sixteen and thought she was in love. Allan used his marriage to Blanche to find his 

own form of respectability. Blanche feels that she "failed him in some mysterious way 

and wasn't able to give the help he needed but couldn't speak of! He was in the 

quicksands and clutching at me-but I wasn't holding him out, I was slipping in with 

him" (95). Blanche is not able to stop Allan's attraction to men. She fails in her role as 

wife because he is not attracted to her. The marriage is revealed as a sham when Blanche 

discovers Allan with another man. "Blanche's moment of crisis occurred when she 

discovered her husband was a homosexual and in a moment of disgust drove him to 

suicide. The memory recurs in vivid flashes to haunt Blanche; she only wants to avoid 

the ' blinding light"' (McGlinn 513). This discovery destroys the protection and 

respectability that Allan hoped to achieve through the marriage. He is now open to 

ridicule, and this scorn comes in the person of Blanche herself: "on the dance floor

unable to stop myself-I'd suddenly said-'I saw! I know! You disgust me" (Streetcar 

96). After Blanche's recriminations, Allan flees outside and shoots himself. This scene 

replays over and over in Blanche's mind, and the polka music and her guilt build until 

she is relieved by the sound of the shot that forces the music to stop. This series of events 

has affected the rest of Blanche's life and forced her to retreat into the shadow where she 

cannot be examined closely. Blanche explains, "And then the searchlight which had been 
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turned on the world was turned off again and never for one moment since has there been 

any light that's stronger than this kitchen candle" (96). Blanche and Mitch are two lonely 

souls that are in pain because of loss, and they can connect through their loneliness: 

MITCH. You need somebody. And I need somebody, too. Could it bc}

you and me, Blanche? 

BLANCHE. Sometimes-there's God-so quickly! (96) 

Blanche sees this moment as her escape from the past that is haunting her and repeating 

over and over in her mind. Mitch can offer her protection and sanctuary from the cruel 

world that is closing in around her. She feels that he has been sent by God to rescue her 

from her troubles and is willing to accept marriage to a man she does not love in return 

for security and respectability. 

By Blanche's birthday, Stanley has had enough intrusion into his life and he is 

resentful of Blanche's condescending attitude. He lets Stella know that he is tired of her 

always running around and waiting on Blanche. "And you run out an' get her 

cokes ... And serve 'em to Her Majesty in the tub" (97). The time and energy that Stella is 

using waiting on Blanche used to be focused on Stanley, and he becomes jealous. Elia 

Kazan describes Stanley as "supremely indifferent to everything except his own pleasure 

and comfort. He is marvelously selfish, a miracle of sensuous self-centeredness. He 

builds a hedonist life, and fights to the death to defend it" (Kazan 27). Stanley decides 

that it is time to expose Blanche's secrets and get even with her for calling him 

"common" and acting superior to him and his friends (Streetcar 98). He begins by 

running down the list of lies that Blanche has told since arriving and informing Stella 
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about what actually happened in her sister's past. He starts with her virginal presentation 

to Mitch. "He thought she had never been more than kissed by a fellow ... She is as 

famous in Laurel as if she was the President of the United States, only she is not 

respected by any party" (99). Blanche acquired a reputation while staying in the 

Flamingo, but her behavior became so outrageous "that they requested her to tum in her 

room-key-for permanently" (99). Stella attempts to stand up for Blanche and denies the 

story: "There's not a word of truth in it and if I were a man and this creature had dared to 

invent such things in my presence--" (100). Stella realizes that, as a woman, there is not 

much she can do about defending her sister's reputation. The audience discovers just 

how unlikely Blanche's chances are of ever finding a husband. Stanley tells Stella how 

the men "wised up after two or three dates with her and they quit, and she goes on to 

another, the same old line, same old act. .. And for the last year or two she has been 

washed up like poison ... did you know there was an army camp near Laurel and your 

sister's was one of the places called 'Out-of-Bounds' ... so much for being such a refined 

and particular type of girl" (100). Blanche's sexuality has become so obsessive that she 

commits statutory rape with one of her seventeen-year-old male students. Stanley 

informs Stella, "They had her on the hook good and proper that time and she knew the jig 

was all up! They told her to move on to some fresh territory. Yep, it was practickly a 

town ordinance passed against her" (101). Stanley feels that it is his duty under some 

masculine code of honor to inform Mitch about Blanche. "I'd have that on my 

conscience the rest of my life if I knew all that stuff and let my best friend get caught" 

(103). Stella realizes that Blanche's chances for happiness are slipping away. "Stanley, 
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she thought Mitch was-going to-going to marry her. I was hoping so, too ... And she 

hasn't got her job? Well, what will she do?" (104). Stanley has brought the harsh light 

of reality onto all of Blanche's carefully crafted illusions. He realizes Mitch cannot 

marry Blanche now: "Maybe he was, but he's not going to jump in a tank with a school 

of sharks-now!" Stanley plans to force Blanche out of his home in a humiliating way, 

by degrading her. He feels that this action is a just punishment for her superior attitude 

toward him and all the lies that she has used. "She's not stay in' here after Tuesday. You 

know that, don't you? Just to make sure I bought her ticket myself. A bus ticket. .. Her 

future is mapped out for her" (104-05). Stanley has decided that Blanche must pay for 

the sins of her past, and he plans to be the one that hands out her comeuppance. When 

Stanley dictates Blanche's future and gives her the ticket back to Laurel, she is overcome 

with fear. Stanley defends his actions to Stella by reminding her: 

STANLEY. Don't forget all that I took off her. 

STELLA. You needn't have been so cruel to someone alone as she is. 

STANLEY. Delicate piece she is. 

STELLA. She is. She was. You didn't know Blanche as a girl. Nobody, 

nobody, was tender and trusting as she was. But people like you 

abused her, and forced her to change. (111) 

The "you" Stella refers to is men who have taken advantage of Blanche and used her only 

to throw her away when they were done. Stella mourns for the loss of the softer Blanche 

who did not have to use deception to create a fantasy life for protection from the outside 

world. 
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Earlier at dinner after Mitch had stood Blanche up, Stanley responds to Blanche's 

ineffectual attempts to pretend like nothing is amiss by an overt display of masculine 

arrogance. Stanley "reaches way over the table to spear his fork into the remaining chop 

which he eats with his fingers" (107). When Stanley feels Stella has taken on a superior 

air like Blanche by calling him "a pig" and saying his face and hands are "disgustingly 

greasy" and telling him to "wash up and then help me clear the table," Stanley has had 

enough and smashes his plate on the floor as an act of disapproval and domination. He is 

on the verge of using violence to force his point: 

That's how I'll clear the table! [He seizes her arm] Don't ever talk that 

way to me! 'Pig-Polack-disgusting-vulgar-greasy!'-them kind of 

words have been on your tongue and your sister's too much around here! 

What do you two think you are? A pair of queens? Remember what Huey 

Long said-'Every Man is a King!' And I am the king around here, so 

don't forget it. ( 107) 

Stanley has declared his place in the hierarchy and enforced it through violence by 

throwing his dishes on the floor. He feels he has properly put the women in their place as 

his subjects who liv~ under his rule and must obey his edicts. "Since Stanley can not 

control through moral force, he exerts his authority through purely physical means .... He 

is a smasher, not only of objects but of people; he becomes increasingly violent as the 

play proceeds" (Adler 53). Later, Stanley tries to comfort Stella and explain that he is 

doing what is best for their family. He is fighting to keep his life the way it was before 
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Blanche interfered and Stella became dissatisfied. Stanley tries to convince Stella that 

once Blanche leaves everything will return to the way it was before she came: 

Stell, it's gonna be all right after she goes and after you've had the baby. 

It's gonna be all right again between you and me the way that it was. You 

remember that way that it was? Them nights we had together? God, 

honey, it's gonna be sweet when we can make noise in the night the way 

that we used to and get the colored lights going with nobody's sister 

behind the curtains to hear us. (108-09) 

Stanley is desperately afraid of change and of losing Stella's love. As a man, he cannot 

have his wife look down on him as inferior to her in some way. The only way he knows 

to enforce his power over her is through sex. Stanley reminds Stella of how happy she 

was to escape Blanche's fate: 

When we first met, me and you, you thought I was common ... I was 

common as dirt. You showed me the snapshot of the place with the 

columns. I pulled you down off them columns and how you loved it, 

having them colored lights going! And wasn't we happy together, wasn't 

it all okay till she showed here? ( 112) 

Stanley expects that his life will return to normal once he removes the seed of Stella's 

rebellion. Stella answers later in the play when she chooses not to believe Blanche and to 

stay with Stanley. 

In the next scene, Blanche is alone in the apartment "seated in a tense hunched 

position" and is listening to the "feverish polka tune" that is playing in her mind. She is 
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"drinking to escape it and the sense of disaster closing in on her." Mitch comes to the 

door dressed in "work clothes" and is '"unshaven." He is not dressed in a respectable 

manner to call on a lady, and Blanche is a little uncertain but plays it off. Blanche 

remarks, "I really shouldn't let you in after the treatment I have received from you this 

evening! So utterly uncavalier! ... And such uncouth apparel! Why you haven't even 

shaved! The unforgivable insult to a lady! But I forgive you. I forgive yru because it's 

such a relief to see you" ( 113 ). Blanche is willing to accept the disrespectful treatment 

and is lowering her standards out of desperation. She acts as if she will allow him to kiss 

her now, but he refuses. She is no longer playing so hard to get because she is afraid that 

she is losing her allure. Blanche pretends that everything is normal and blithely answers 

all of Mitch's pointed questions about her conduct. When he accuses her of "lapping" up 

Stan's liquor "all summer like a wild-cat," Blanche responds: "What a fantastic statement! 

Fantastic of him to say it, fantastic of you to repeat it! I won't descend to the level of 

such cheap accusations to answer them" ( 115-16). She is still hanging on to all of the 

illusions and lies that she has created. Mitch begins to realize that he has never seen 

Blanche in the light. "You never want to go out till after six and then it's always some 

place that's not lighted much" (116). Blanche's illusions are stripped away by Mitch 

when he tears off the paper lantern and exposes Blanche to the harsh reality of the naked 

lightbulb. Blanche tries to defend her deception. "I want magic ... I try to give that to 

people. I misrepresent things to them. I don't tell the truth, I tell what ought to be truth" 

(117). John Mason Brown describes the illusions that Williams' female characters 

incorporate into their reality: 
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If they lie to others, their major lie is to themselves. In this way only can 

they hope to make their intolerable lives tolerable. Such beauty as they 

know exists in their dreams. For the surroundings in which they find 

themselves are once again as sordid as is their own living." ( 42) 

Brown states that Williams does not judge Blanche or condemn her but "allows her to 

destroy herself and invites us to watch" (43). Brown argues that Blanche's tragedy is not 

the death of her husband or the loss of Belle Reve. "It is sprung from her own nature. 

From her uncontrollable duplicity. From her pathetic pretensions to gentility, even when 

she is known as a prostitute in the little town in which she was brought up .... From her 

incapacity to live up to her dreams" ( 43 ). Blanche has attempted to create the illusion 

that she feels Mitch wants and in the process recreate her own reality . Blanche is afraid 

of the light because it shows the truth of her fading youth and beauty. Mitch is bitter that 

Blanche did not trust him enough to tell him the truth about her age. He feels betrayed 

that Blanche has pretended to be so "old-fashioned" and did not allow him any liberties 

all summer (117). Blanche realizes that her past has caught up to her and that she appears 

to be a monster to Mitch now. She makes a reference to herself as a spider and the men 

she had intimacies with as victims. Blanche has used men to ease the pain of a life that is 

out of her control and to help her discover her identity that has been lost. "After the 

death of Allan-intimacies with strangers was all I seemed able to fill my empty heart 

with ... I think it was panic, just panic, that drove me from one to another, hunting for 

some protection ... My youth was suddenly gone up the water-spout, and-I met you." 

Blanche is desperately trying to hold on to Mitch's promise of protection. "I thanked 
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God for you, because you seemed to be gentle-a cleft in the rock of the world that I 

could hide in" ( 118). Blanche realizes that she has lost her last hope of finding 

respectability and protection as Mitch's wife. She is slowly retreating into her own 

visions and blame from the past. "Crumble and fade and-regrets-recriminations ... 'If 

you'd done this, it wouldn't've cost me that!'" (119). Blanche feels guilt from the loss of 

Belle Reve, but also from the loss of a successful relationship she should have been able 

to experience with men. Blanche's failed relationships with men have left her powerless. 

Kate Millet explains how sexuality is controlled by the patriarchy: 

The large quantity of guilt attached to sexuality in patriarchy is 

overwhelmingly placed upon the female, who is, culturally speaking, held 

to be culpable or the more culpable party in nearly any sexual 

liaison ... Woman is still denied sexual freedom and the biological control 

over her body through the cult of virginity, the double standard ... The 

female is continually obliged to seek survival or advancement through the 

approval of males as those who hold power. She may do this either 

through appeasement or through the exchange of her sexuality for support 

and status .... she is customarily deprived of any but the most trivial 

sources of dignity and respect. (Millet 54) 

Blanche relives all of the pain and guilt from her past and remembers the young soldiers 

who used to come by Belle Reve at night and call to her. After she describes how she 

slipped out to answer their calls, Mitch reacts through jealousy and tries to place his 

ownership on Blanche. He fumbles to embrace her and get what he has "been missing all 
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summer" (120). Blanche begs him to marry her and in exchange he will receive her 

sexual submission. Mitch delivers the ultimate insult: "I don't think I want to marry you 

any more ... You're not clean enough to bring in the house with my mother" (121). The 

refusal to introduce Blanche to his mother is the refusal of her acceptability as a 

respectable woman. Blanche realizes that she has lost this struggle, and her final act of 

defiance is to force Mitch to leave by crying fire out the window ( 120-21 ). 

Later, Blanche is decked out in all her fake finery and has retreated into her world 

of fantasy and illusion where she is surrounded by "a group of spectral admirers." 

Reality intrudes when she takes a closer look in her hand mirror and sees the reality of 

her reflection "and slams the mirror face down with such violence that the glass cracks" 

(Streetcar 122). Stanley enters to find Blanche packing for a cruise with Shep Huntleigh. 

She explains that he wired her earlier with the invitation. "Just when I thought my luck 

had begun to fail me-" (Streetcar 124 ). Blanche has created a savior from Dallas where 

"gold spouts out of the ground" to rescue her from her dire predicament. Stanley is 

unconcerned and instead is busy celebrating his masculine virility by letting his bottle of 

beer wash over his head and then donning the silk pajamas from his wedding night that 

he will tear off and wave like a flag when they call to tell him he has a son. He offers to 

bury the hatchet with Blanche and offers her some of his beer, but she refuses (Streetcar 

125). Blanche informs Stanley that she will once again have her own privacy because 

Shep is a "gentleman and he respects me" (Streetcar 126). She quickly begins creating a 

fantasy situation where she will no longer have to trade her sexuality for the attention of 

men but can be appreciated for the finer qualities she has to offer: 
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What he wants is my companionship. Having great wealth sometimes 

makes people lonely! A cultivated woman, a woman of intelligence and 

breeding, can enrich a man's life ... Physical beauty is passing. A 

transitory possession. But beauty of the mind and richness of the spirit 

and tenderness of the heart ... aren't taken away, but grow! Increase with 

the years! How strange that I should be called a destitute woman! When I 

have all of these treasures locked in my heart ... But I have been foolish-

casting my pearls before swine! (Streetcar 126) 

The swine are not just Stanley and Mitch, but all the men who have taken advantage of 

Blanche and then thrown her away. Blanche creates a story in which Mitch returned to 

beg for forgiveness, but she refused. "Deliberate cruelty is not forgivable. It is the one 

unforgivable thing in my opinion and it is the one thing of which I have never, never been 

guilty" (Streetcar 126). Stanley cannot stand any more of Blanche's superior attitude or 

insults and cannot understand her lofty ideals about love and relationships. He slowly 

tears down all of her lies and illusions about Shep's offer and Mitch's return to beg for 

forgiveness. Stanley reveals Blanche's stories as "imagination ... And lies and conceit and 

tricks ... Not once did you pull any wool over this boy's eyes" (Streetcar 127). Stanley 

has seen through all of Blanche's illusion and has forced her to confront and deal with her 

reality. Blanche is unable to handle this reality and is desperately trying to regain some 

control in the situation by trying to contact Shep. "Western Union? Yes! I-want to

Take down this message! 'In desperate, desperate circumstances! Help me! Caught in a 

trap"' (Streetcar 128). Blanche needs a savior to rescue her from the reality that is 
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closing in on her. She is trapped by Stanley, but she is also trapped by the ghosts from 

her past. Stanley taunts Blanche and corners her in the bedroom. Blanche gives a final 

act of defiance when she smashes the bottle on the table and threatens to twist the broken 

end into Stanley's face. Stanley answers Blanche's challenge: "Tiger-tiger! Drop the 

bottle top! Drop it! We've had this date with each other from the beginning" (Streetcar 

130). Stanley feels that he must dominate Blanche in the ultimate way a man can 

dominate a woman: rape. Kazan notes: "In Stanley sex goes under a disguise. Nothing is 

more erotic and arousing to him than 'airs' ... she thinks she's better than me .. .I'll show 

her. .. . Sex equals domination ... anything that challenges him-like calling him 

'common'- arouses him sexually" (Kazan 27). Blanche has aroused the animal that 

lurks just under the surface, and she becomes the prey. Through force, she is subjected to 

Stanley ' s power and placed in the submissive role. "Stanley uses the act that should 

consecrate the most intimate and binding of unions to sever Blanche permanently from 

any possibility of physical connectedness with another. Her journey from loneliness to 

an even more intense and final aloneness is what the play charts" (Adler 23). He is king, 

and she becomes merely another conquest. Her power is taken away, and she is reduced 

to a helpless madwoman. 

In the final scene, the men have gathered for another poker game; and the 

atmosphere has returned to the "same raw, lurid one of the disastrous poker night" with 

Stanley sitting as victor in all his masculine glory. Eunice makes a telling comment here 

about the men as they casually play cards while Blanche's life is falling apart. "I always 

did say that men are callous things with no feelings, but this does beat anything. Making 
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pigs of yourselves" (Streetcar 131 ). The men, except for Mitch, accept that the 

patriarchal order has been restored and the universe is as it should be and resume their 

normal activities. Stella feels tom between her loyalty to her sister and her duty to her 

husband and child: "I couldn't believe her story and go on living with Stanley" (Streetcar 

133). Stella chooses to honor her role as wife and mother and is forced to ignore 

Blanche' s version of her rape. Without anyone to come to her rescue, Blanche has 

permanently retreated into her own fantasy world where Shep Huntleigh is on his way to 

rescue her. Stella and Eunice have to give Blanche compliments on her appearance to 

keep her calm and happy. This works until Blanche hears Stanley's voice and "a look of 

sorrowful perplexity as though all human experience shows on her face" (Streetcar 134). 

For a brief second Blanche, like so many women before her, realizes what her fate 

inevitably will be. She has been denied the role of wife or mother and a place in society 

by men. She has no identity: no job, money, husband, home, or avenue of escape. She is 

forced to slip back into her fantasy when the women start talking about her trip. "Help 

me, help me get dressed!. . .I'm anxious to get out of here-this place is a trap" (Streetcar 

135). Blanche instinctively knows that she cannot escape as long as she is still in 

Stanley ' s domain. 

When the doctor and matron appear, they have the "unmistakable aura of the state 

institution with its cynical detachment" (Streetcar 136). They represent society's answer 

for women who lose their identity and cannot find their role or function. In Madness and 

Sexual Politics in the Feminist Novel, Rigney examines women authors who "condemn 

those social systems, both political and private, which demand adherence to arbitrarily 
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established sex roles, thus denying individual freedom and contributing to psychological 

fragmentation, alienation, and madness" (119). But, the authors of the novels that Rigney 

uses as examples show the protagonists accomplishing self realization and actualization 

through their madness that allows them to function successfully in society with a new 

sense of their identity. "It is this sense of identity which then permits her to cope 

effectively with what continues to be, nevertheless, an essentially hostile world" (122-23). 

Blanche is unsuccessful at finding this balance by the end of the play and has no other 

escape but to remain in her own delusions where she is safe. Blanche realizes that 

something is wrong when she sees the doctor and matron. When she tries to come back 

in, "Stanley suddenly pushes back his chair and rises as if to block her way." Blanche 

rushes past Stanley into the bedroom and "seizes the back of a chair as if to defend 

herself. .. The Matron advances on one side, Stanley on the other. Divested of all the 

softer properties of womanhood, the Matron is a peculiarly sinister figure in her severe 

dress. Her voice is bold and toneless as a firebell" (Streetcar 139). The matron shows 

none of her feminine qualities as she helps to trap Blanche and assist in her 

institutionalization. Stanley cannot let Blanche escape without a final parting blow. "He 

crosses to dressing table and seizes the paper lantern, tearing it off the light bulb, and 

extends it toward her. She cries out as if the lantern was herself' (Streetcar 140). Stanley 

has finally destroyed all of Blanche's old illusions and lies and left her broken in the stark 

light ofreality. Blanche turns to the only person left that can help her. The doctor is a 

male and thus a symbol of power and when he "takes off his hat. .. he becomes 

personalized. The inhuman quality departs. His voice is gentle and reassuring." He calls 
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Blanche's name and "her terror subsides a little" (141 ). The doctor has now assumed the 

role of savior and tells the matron to release Blanche. Blanche willingly "extends her 

hands toward the Doctor. He draws her up gently and supports her with his arm" 

(Streetcar 141). The doctor has become Blanche's salvation and allows her to retreat 

with dignity into the refuge he is offering. In her final speech, Blanche says, "Whoever 

you are-I have always depended on the kindness of strangers" (Streetcar 142). 

At the end of the play Blanche is completely alone with no one that she can tum 

to. She is left only with the belief that these strangers will show her the kindness that she 

was refused in society. Adler argues that although "'kindness,' ironically, might exist 

there at the hands of' strangers,' the more potent message is that solitary Blanche will be 

able to create at best only the illusion of human interconnectedness through the power of 

the imagination to defy the reality of separateness" (Adler 23). Blanche has retreated into 

her own madness where she is safe from the pain and heartache of her past. Williams in 

Memoirs describes Blanche as "a demonic creature, the size of her feeling was too great 

for her to contain without the escape of madness" (235). She is not allowed the escape of 

death like Kate Chopin's character, Edna Pontellier, in The Awakening. Instead, Blanche 

is forced to find another refuge. The doctor offers her the protection from the outside 

world that she has been so desperately searching for. But instead of her escape coming in 

the form of marriage, Blanche finds sanctuary in a mental institution: 

She is finally institutionalized by a science-psychiatry-that is itself 

patriarchal in its definition of woman as lacking that which is man's by 

nature .... Blanche's only saving grace is to embrace death in the form of 
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madness that can effectively blank out the disparity between her condition 

of absolute physical powerlessness and the imaginative dreams that earlier 

sustained her. (Adler 79) 

With Blanche gone, Stanley has reestablished control of his household and has 

protected his family and his way of life from Blanche's corruptive influence. Stanley 

moves to solidify his hold on Stella in the only way he knows to communicate. He 

speaks "voluptuously, soothingly" to Stella and "kneels beside her" while his "fingers 

find the opening of her blouse" (Streetcar 142). He seduces Stella to complete the circle 

and return to the way things were before Blanche arrived. Kazan explains why Stella 

must return to Stanley: "No matter what Stanley does ... she [Stella] must cling to him, as 

she does to life itself. To return to Blanche would be to return to the subjugation of the 

tradition ... " (Kazan 25). Stella realizes she has escaped Blanche's fate through her 

marriage to Stanley, who is a survivor; and she must hold on to a future for her child. 

Stella supports the patriarchy and is allowed to survive as Stanley's wife; Blanche is 

destroyed because she cannot find her identity or role in the patriarchy and is slowly 

forced into marginalization where she can only survive in her own imagination as she 

retreats into madness. 
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Chapter IV 

CONCLUSION 

Marginalization, Oppression, and Ultimate Isolation 

The female characters of Kate Chopin and Tennessee Williams are women who 

struggle with the same basic universal themes of the marginalization and oppression of 

women by the male patriarchy. Chopin's Edna Pontellier and Williams' Blanche 

DuBois may be from different genres and time periods; but they are both searching to 

define their roles, expectations, and identities in society. The marginalization and 

oppression of women have evolved over time, but the basic issues still remain. The 

search for identity and balance among the roles of wife and mother, career, and one's 

own thoughts and desires is still a valid issue that all women have to face at some point in 

their lives. Edna struggles against the definition of the male patriarchy of what her role is 

in society. She strives to find her own identity and power as a woman. Blanche is 

attempting to take on the roles of wife and mother to create her identity and define who 

she is as a woman. They are both fighting for the freedom to live their lives without 

judgments and rules that force them into societal pigeon holes. The rejection of their 

personal identities and definitions separates them from the rest of society and isolates 

them. This isolation forces them to desperate actions to escape: Edna in to suicide, 

Blanche in to insanity. 
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The male relationships and gender politics in Chopin's The Awakening and 

Williams' A Streetcar Named Desire drive the women to behave in certain ways to be 

accepted or rebel against expectations. Both Edna and Blanche are hoping that the 

saviors they have turned to will allow them freedom from the problems they are facing in 

their lives. Robert Lebrun and Harold Mitchell (Mitch) both fall short of expectations in 

the end and leave the women with no one else to tum to for help. Robert can only 

imagine being with Edna if she were free to be his wife. He is unwilling for her to leave 

her husband and children and run off with him. He thinks about what society expects and 

how Edna would violate her role as wife and mother. He concludes that the only option 

is for him to leave her. Mitch is unable to accept Blanche as the virginal bride good 

enough to take home to his mother after Stanley reveals all her secrets from the past. He 

refuses to marry her and save her from her predicament and offers another meaningless 

affair that returns Blanche to the old trap at the hotel Flamingo. Both men reinforce the 

male patriarchy by demanding behavior and identities consistent with their own 

definitions of what the women should be. 

Leonce Pontellier and Stanley Kowalski are both dominating males who control 

the women that live under their roof. Leonce treats Edna and his children as possessions 

that he maintains through money and gifts. Stanley sees Stella and their unborn child as 

his possessions and Blanche as a threat to their happy existence. But whereas Leonce 

uses money to control Edna, Stanley uses sex to force women into submission. The 

difference is that at the end of the novel Leonce has lost control of Edna, but Stanley has 

successfully defended his home against Blanche. He is still dictating the action by 
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convincing Stella of his version of the rape and that Blanche needs to be committed to an 

institution. 

Dr. Mandelet and the doctor from the mental institution both offer the women 

characters understanding and kindness when they are at critical points in their lives. Dr. 

Mandelet understands Edna in a way that the other male characters do not, and he 

becomes the character who offers her kindness unlike her critical father. The doctor from 

Streetcar becomes the one kind man that Blanche can lean on and trust at the end of the 

play after being violated by those men she has turned to for help. He allows Blanche to 

escape from the harsh reality of the world and remain in her illusions. 

Both Edna and Blanche attempt to gain some control in their lives through sexual 

liaisons. Edna turns to Alcee Arobin after she begins to rebel against Leonce's control 

over her life. She is able to exert some independence in this relationship and gets a thrill 

from exploring her own sexuality. Blanche also uses sex as a means to gain some control 

in her life. She seduces young boys to feel powerful because they have not fully 

established their role in the patriarchy and are easy to manipulate. She uses flirtation and 

illusion to manipulate the men into doing what she wants. Both women use sex as a way 

to overcome their helplessness and explore their own sexuality in an attempt to discover 

their identity. 

Edna and Blanche also struggle with defining themselves based on the 

relationships they have with other women. Stella Kowalski and Adele Ratignol~e are 

women who flourish in their roles as wives and mothers. Adele fulfills the archetypal 

role of the earth mother and is devoted to her husband and children who define her. 

96 



Stella also revels in her role as the passionate wife who defines herself in terms of 

Stanley and the little world they have created in New Orleans. There is a suggestion that 

Stella will become totally involved and defined by the children that she has with Stanley. 

Ultimately, she chooses this existence over the relationship and past she shares with 

Blanche. Edna is unable to remain Leonce's possession or to give herself completely to 

her children. Blanche is unable to find a husband due to her deception and past mistakes. 

Mademoiselle Reisz embodies the independent artist who is able to exist and create her 

own identity without male interference. Edna is not strong enough to adopt this existence 

and rejects it in the end. Blanche has already attempted this path as well, but she is 

unable to hold on to Belle Reve or her job, and she becomes dependent on Stanley for 

financial support. Neither woman is able to overcome this struggle for identity. They are 

left somewhere between the acceptable roles of women in society and their own 

expectations and goals. 

Neither Edna nor Blanche is able to overcome the expectations that are placed on 

them by society. They are both left without an acceptable choice and are faced with what 

they feel is the only avenue of escape left to them. Edna and Blanche are completely 

isolated in the end by the other characters. Edna swims out naked into the ocean 

accompanied by only her memories to escape from all the demands and expectations 

placed on her. Blanche escapes from the harsh reality of her violation and desperation 

and retreats into a fantasy of a gentleman caller who will rescue her. Her future is a room 

in an institution surrounded by strangers with only her illusions. Both women withdraw 

into ultimate forms of isolation because they cannot function in society. One principal 
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difference between these two works is that Streetcar comes full circle in the end with 

order being restored between Stanley and Stella after Blanche has been removed. The 

Awakening ends with Edna's suicide and the loss of a wife and mother. In both cases, 

the patriarchy is maintained and both women are rejected by the system and forced into 

isolation by society. 

Both Chopin and Williams were influenced in their lives and art by the women 

who surrounded them. They addressed the issues that they saw women struggling with, 

as well as issues that they struggled with themselves. The world that Chopin and 

Williams express is one where those who stray from the norm are forced into submission 

or marginalization; they are rejected by society. The universal issues of marginalization 

and oppression are issues that women still struggle with today. They are still fighting to 

have faith in their own power and abilities and to remove the false expectations of the 

ideal woman that many in society demand. 
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