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ABSTRACT 

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE: THE HISTORY OF ITS 

SCHOLARSHIP AND THE RHETORIC OF ITS GENRE 

THERESA JANE FLOWERS, BS, MA 

DECEMBER 1999 

A difficult task in modem literature is the a11 of genre classification, 

especially in regard to modem drama. A play that continues to be difficult to 

classify is Tennessee Williams ' s A Streetcar Nameci l)esire . A close scrutiny of 

the scholarship of the play clearly shows that over the years critics have 

encountered difficulties in attempting to place the play into the correct gerue . A 

popular categorization of the play by some critics is the genre of tragedy. Other 

critics, looking mistakenly at the aspects of humor in the play rather than the genre 

characteristics of New Comedy, think that the play should not be placed in the 

genre of tragedy. Commentators at times are ambivalent in their categorization, 

often stating what Streetcar is not but failing to say exactly what it is . Critics 

generally fail to take into consideration the rules set fo11h for generic placement 

established by such authorities as Aristotle and No11hrop Frye . 

According to the concept of the intruder-plot play of Emile Augier 

VI 



described by Girdler B. Fitch and genre studies made by Frye, Sonja Foss, 

Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Kaiylyn Kohrs Campbell, and others, A Streetcar Named 

Desire can be classified coITectly as belonging to the genre of New Comedy. 

To supp011 the designation of the play as generic New Comedy this 

dissertation analyzes such rhetorical elements of the play as plot, character, 

symbolism, and dialogue. The results of this study include acknowledgment of 

Stella as an impo11ant character in her own right inasmuch as her status and actions 

imp011antly communicate the comic philosophy ~ of Stanley in the upgraded role of 

eiron in which he defeats the alazon, Blanche~ and a shift of focus from Blanche 

as a tragic figure to the emerging family at the end of the play . 

.. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

fNTRODUCTION : RHETORICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

OF GENRE 

When unde11aking the task of placing some works of modem drama into a 

genre or category, one finds that more questions arise than answers. According to 

William Harmon and C. Hugh Holman in their book A Handhook to Literature, 

"genre" is used to designate types or categories of literary works according to kind, 

genus, or type. They state that traditional genres include tragedy, comedy, epic, 

lyric, and pastoral and, in cunent times, novel, sho11 st01y, essay, television play, 

and film . Haimon and Holman indicate that geme classification implies that 

groups of fo1mal or technical characteristics among works of the same generic 

kind exist (23 I). If one were able to gain agreement on the exact advent of 

modem drama, the next almost inswmountable problem is presented: how to 

classify some modem dramas into a genre or catego1y. Aristotle first described 

the characteristics of tragedy and comedy. He left a veritable roadmap for 

dramatists. However, over the years Aristotle ' s analyses have been superseded by 

different types of plays than those he knew. Therefore, modem critics have spent 

much time and effoti arguing both for and against the status of such plays as 



Arthur Miller's Death of a Salesman and Eugene O'Neill 's Desire Under the Elms 

as tragedies . It is, therefore, not feasible for critics to apply the Aristotelian 

characteristics of tragedy easily. Before getting to the focus of this discussion, 

which will be Tennessee Williams's A Streetcar Named Desire, Aristotle's ideas 

about tragedy and modern ideas about genre will be reviewed. 

From the earliest known drama until the period of modern drama, most 

plays fall almost naturally into one of two categories or genres, tragedy or comedy. 

The onset of modern drama in the late nineteenth century brings some confusion 

and re-evaluation of the old premises of both genres. ln order to understand the 

general characteristics of the early genres of tragedy and comedy, it is helpful to 

look back into the past, first to Aristotelian tragedy, then to New Comedy, and also 

to a subgenre called the intruder-plot play . We shall also consider the relevant 

definitions of tragicomedy, melodrama, and naturalistic tragedy. 

In drama tragedy typically refers to a pat1icular kind of play described by 

Aristotle in his Poetics. According to Aristotle, the purpose of a tragedy is to 

arouse pity and fear and thus produce in the audience a catharsis of these emotions 

(24 ). The effect is best produced when events come by irony . The effect is 

fmiher heightened when it comes as a result of cause and effect. The emotions 

will be greater than if the effects happened by themselves or by accident, for 

coincidences are most striking when they have an air of design (3 I). Given this 
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purpose, Aristotle says that fear and pity may best be aroused by plot, the structure 

of the play (34 ). Aristotle says the plot is the soul of the play with character 

holding second place (25). The plot of a tragic drama generally involves a 

protagonist who is on a higher plane than ordina1y people, and this person must be 

brought from happiness to mise1y. In order to qualify as a tragic protagonist, the 

hero or heroine must be a person of high character and must face his or her destiny 

with courage (33-34). The enor, frailty, or mistaken judgment through which the 

fo1tunes of the protagonist are reversed is called hamartia, which is usually huhris 

(Harmon and Holman 242). This is a pride or insolence that brings tragedy to the 

protagonist. Hubris can lead the eITing hero to break moral laws, attempt to 

transcend no1mal limitations, or ignore divine warnings (254 ). 

As we move from the Aristotelian concept of tragedy to more recent days, 

we find that late nineteenth and early twentieth-century naturalistic tragedy often 

portrays the middle-class and working-class. Naturalism can be defined as the 

application of principles of scientific detenninism to literature. The name comes 

from the assumption that eve1ything real exists in nature. The naturalistic view of 

human beings is that they are animals in the natural world, responding to 

environmental forces and internal stresses and drives, none of which they can 

control or understand (Hannon and Holman 338). It is possible to see how this 

te1m could be applied, however mistakenly, to Streetcar in general and to Stanley 
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Kowalski in patticular. These characters often are seen as the victims of social, 

hereditaiy, or environmental forces, not the perpetrators of their own fate . Fmther, 

if characters approach their fates in an attitude of self-pity, they cannot be said to 

have tragic dimensions. Joseph Wood Krutch in '"The Tragic Fallacy'' states that 

although we still apply the tenn ''tragic" to modern dramatic works which describe 

human mise1y and which end more sadly than they begin, the tern1 is a misnomer 

because these works have almost nothing in common with the classical examples 

of the tragic genre in works such as Oedipus and Agamemnon (272). During the 

twentieth centu1y, critics have discussed, reviewed, and disagreed on modern 

tragedy and its fonn. It is no longer possible to sit down with Aristotle's Poetics, 

watch a modern drama, and come out with a comfo11able classification. Atthur 

Miller, in his essay "'Tragedy and the Common Man,'' takes the matter in hand and 

gives an entirely new definition to the concept of tragedy in the twentieth centmy. 

Although Miller does not specifically address genre, he gives the tragic hero, the 

common man, a concept completely foreign to the writing of Aristotle. Miller 

rejects Aristotle's notion that the tragic hero is inherently flawed by some enor in 

judgment that brings about a downfall. No longer is the notion of a "flaw" 

considered to be negative . To be flawed, according to Miller, becomes the ve1y 

source of the tragic figure's integrity as a tragic figure ( 149). 

When we consider the genre of comedy, we find that New Comedy, which 
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followed Old Comedy, appeared in the fom1h and third centuries B.C.E. after the 

decline of Greece and the rise of Macedonia. New Comedy introduced stock 

characters and coherent, conventional plots. The locale was usually a street. The 

characters were often young lovers, cou11esans, miserly elders, and scheming 

servants (Hannon and Holman 345). No11hrop F1ye, in his essay ''The Argument 

of Comedy," presents a clear description and explanation of the genre of New 

Comedy. Ftye states that the action of New Comedy tends to become probable 

rather than fantastic, as in Old Comedy, and that it moves toward realism and 

away from myth and romance (60). He describes New Comedy as unfolding from 

something like a comic Oedipal situation . The main theme is the successful eff011 

of a young man to outwit an opponent and possess the girl of his choice. The 

opponent, F1y goes on to explain, is usually the father or the father sunogate, and 

the psychological descent of the heroine from the mother is also sometimes 

indicated. The girl, who is wanted by both father and son, is often a slave or 

courtesan, and the plot turns on a discove1y of her acceptable birth, which makes 

her marriageable (58). F1ye says that in the best New Comedy there is a social as 

well as an individual theme which must be sought in the general atmosphere of 

reconciliation that makes the final resolution possible. As the hero draws close to 

the heroine, all the "right thinking" people come over to his side. Thus a new 

social unit is fo1med on the stage, and the moment that this social unit consolidates 
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is the moment of the comic resolution ( 60). Frye remarks that in the last scene of 

a comedy when the dramatist usually tries to get all of his characters on the stage 

at once, the audience witnesses the birth of a renewed sense of social integration. 

This new social integration may be called a kind of moral norm and the pattern of 

a free society. This pattern becomes clear when characters who impede the 

progress of the plot are viewed. According to Frye, these characters of 

impediment are always people who are in some kind of mental bondage, who are 

helplessly driven by ruling passions, neurotic compulsions, social rituals, and 

selfishness (61 ). In New Comedy, the dramatist tries to bring his action as close to 

a tragic ove11hrow of the hero as he can get and then reverses this movement as 

suddenly as possible (65). Following along the same lines as Frye, Robe11 

Corrigan points out that the constant in such comedy is the comic view of life or 

the comic spirit. This is the sense that no matter how many times a character may 

be bowled over, he will somehow manage to pick himself up and keep going. New 

Comedy celebrates man ' s capacity to endure and therefore ends with a celebration 

whether it be a wedding or a bi11h, but with a happy ending (3 ). 

Another sub-type or sub-genre of comedy that is often overlooked by critics 

and is imp01tant to an analysis of A Streetcar Named /)es ire is that of the intruder

plot play used by Emile Augier. In his article ''Emile Augier and the lntrusion

Plot" Girdler 8. Fitch explains this kind of comic plot. Fitch states that the basic 
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action of a typical Augier play is as follows : 

Into a group there comes an intruder whose presence is resisted by one or 

more persons and accepted by one or more, with resulting conflict, until 

someone's eyes are opened to the true situation, to the danger, or to a 

possible solution. Different outcomes are possible, but the most frequent is 

the elimination of the intruder. (274-75) 

Fitch goes on to explain that at least one person is aware that there is an intrnsion 

from the very beginning and that at least one person fails or refuses to see the 

nature and implication of the intrusion. The essential dramatic action results from 

the shifting balance when one of the opposing characters becomes aware of the 

intrusion, changes attitudes, and desires expulsion. This expulsion generally 

becomes the logical outcome so that the ending can be happy, so that order can be 

restored, and so that people can be reconciled who were at odds earlier in the play 

(276). 

Although tragedy and comedy are the specific genres that will be 

considered here, there are other imp011ant terms that wil I be discussed and should 

be defined at this time . The te1m ·'tragicomedy'' is mentioned by several critics in 

relation to Streetcar. A tragicomedy is a play that employs a plot suitable to 

tragedy but ends happily, like a comedy . The action seems to be leading to a 

tragic catastrophe until an unexpected turn in events brings about a happy 

7 



resolution. Some of the characteristics of tragicomedy are as follows : complex 

and improbable plot; unnatural situations; characters of high social class, usually 

of the nobility; love as the central interest; rapid action; contrast of deep villainy 

and exalted vi1tue; rescues in the nick of time; penitent villain; disguises; 

surprises; jealousy; treache1y ; intrigue ; and enveloping action of war or rebellion 

(Harmon and Holman 523-24 ). The Latin word 1rag1cocomoedia was coined in 

the second centmy B.C.E. by the Roman dramatist Plautus to denote a play in 

which gods and mo1tals, masters and slaves reverse the roles traditionally assigned 

to them, gods and heroes acting in comic burlesque and slaves adopting tragic 

dignity. This concept in drama has been carried down through the centuries. With 

the advent of realism in the late nineteenth centmy, the comic interludes of 

tragicomedy highlighted the ironic situations in a play, making the tragedy seem 

even more devastating (Webster 1127). 

The concept of melodrama also comes up in the terminology of some critics 

concerning Streetcar. A melodrama is a work, usually a play, that is based on a 

romantic plot and developed sensationally with little regard for motivation and 

with excessive appeal to the emotions of the audience. The object is to keep the 

audience thrilled by the arousal of strong feelings of pity, honor, or joy. Though 

typically a melodrama has a happy ending, tragedies that use much of the same 

technique are sometimes referred to as melodramatic ( Hannon and Holman 3 12). 
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Impo11ant critics have considered the genre of Streetcar and have expressed 

various opinions. Even the author in interviews and letters has himself expressed 

some vagueness about the genre of the play, bringing into mind the reader's notion 

of intentional fallacy. In a 1974 interview with Tennessee Williams, Cecil Brown 

asks the question whether Blanche DuBois is mad. Williams responds that he 

thinks Blanche is broken in the end. When Brown suggests that being broken is not 

the same thing as being mad, W i 11 iams goes on to say that Blane he has great 

strength but also personal vulnerability, the latter resulting in a breakdown of the 

f01mer (Williams, '' Interview" Com 1ersations Cecil Brown 277). This statement 

lends suppo11 to the confusion of the authorial intent. l t is unclear just what 

Williams means by ''breaking her vulnerability." He also says that the only 

solution in the play is for Blanche to go away. She is not adaptable to the 

circumstances that the world imposes on her. He sees Blanche as a metaphorical 

sacrificial victim of society. Brown later suggests that there is great wit in 

Blanche. Williams agrees that she is "quite funny .'' Blanche, he says, has some 

good speeches and is eloquent as Southern ladies are but that he always thought 

she had her comic side also (277). Charles Ruas, in a slightly later interview with 

the author ( I 975), asks if Williams has any work that failed. While Williams was 

discussing Period q/Adjustment, which he said he called a comedy but was not 

really a comedy, he also mentioned Streetcar: "So Streetcar is funny . Blanche is 
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a scream in that thing. l would laugh like hell when l wrote both of them" 

(Williams, ' ' Interview'' Conversations Charles Ruas 285 ). Although both of these 

interviews were concluded some time after the original run of Streetcar, it is 

valuable to note that the author considers Blanche a comic character and the play 

something that made him ''laugh like hell.'' Neither comment leads to a conclusion 

that he considered Streetcar to be a tragedy . 

However, Elia Kazan in his autobiographical work A IJUe ( 1988) includes 

an excerpt of a letter he received from Williams concerning Streetcar. In this 

letter Williams 's comments do not cone late with his later comments concerning 

the genre of Streetcar: 

. . . I am sure that you must have had reservations about the script. l will 

tiy to clarify my intentions in this play . l think its best quality is its 

authenticity or its fidelity to life. There are no ··good'' or ''bad" people. 

Some are a little better or a little worse but all are activated more by 

misunderstanding than malice. A blindness to what is going on in each 

other's heai1s . Stanley sees Blanche not as a desperate, driven creature 

backed into a last comer to make a last desperate stand--but as a calculating 

bitch with "round heels." ... Nobody sees anybody truly but all through the 

flaws of their own egos . That is the way we all see each other in life. 

Vanity, fear, desire, competition--all such disto11ions within our own egos--
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condition our vision of those in relation to us. Add to those dist011ions in 

our own egos, the conesponding distortions in the egos of others, and you 

see how cloudy the glass must become through which we look at each 

other. That ' s how it is in all living relationships except when there is that 

rare case of two people who love intensely enough to burn through all those 

layers of opacity and see each other's naked hearts . Such cases seem 

purely theoretical to me . ... I remember you asked me what should an 

audience feel for Blanche. Certainly pity . It is a tragedy with the classic 

aim of producing a catharsis of pity and tenor and in order to do that, 

Blanche must finally have the understanding and compassion of the 

audience. This without creating a black-dyed villain in Stanley . It is a 

thing (Misunderstanding) not a person (Stanley) that destroys her in the 

end. In the end you should feel - ''lf only they all had known about each 

other. '' (qtd. in Kazan, A J,{/e 329-30) 

This insight into the mind of Tennessee Williams concerning his design for the 

play gives no clarity as to genre and further parallels the changeability and lack of 

definition among critics concerning the genre of the play . 

Pausing from our discussion of specific genres, such as tragedy and 

comedy, we are now prepared to consider modern genre rhetorical scholarship. 

Sonja Foss, in her work J?hetorica/ Critici.',;m : l:xp/oration and J>ractice, agrees 
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with Haimon and Holman that the French word "genre" is the tem1 used to refer 

to "a distinct group, type, class, or category'' ( 111 ). Foss notes that the concept of 

geme and generic criticism can be traced to the writings of Aristotle and other 

classical rhetoricians and that much classical rhetorical theory is based on the 

assumption that situations fall into general types ( 113 ). In the attempt to recognize 

a genre, a critic examines various rhetorical characteristics to see if a genre exists. 

The point is for the critic to define a genre and formulate theoretical constructs 

about its characteristics. According to Foss, generic description involves four 

steps : ( 1) observation of similarities in rhetorical responses to pa11icular situations~ 

(2) collection of rhetorical artifacts occuning in similar situations~ (3) analysis of 

the aitifacts to discover if they share characteristics~ and ( 4) formulation of the 

organizing principle of the genre ( 114). Walter R. Fisher_ in hi s a11icle ··Genre: 

Concepts and Applications in Rhetorical Critici sm,' ' again like Harmon and 

Holman, states that the definition of a genre is simple and straightforward: a genre 

is a category. He says that the most impo11ant fact about genres is that genres are 

generalizations and are constituted through an examination of actual instances of 

discourse (291 ). Fisher says that there are problems that often arise when dealing 

with genre. Several mentioned are the following : the tendency to impose genre on 

a work, missing the distinctive qualities of the work, and the tendency to describe 

or classify rather than to explain or evaluate a work (294 ). Kathleen Hall 
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Jamieson and Karlyn Kohrs Campbell, in ''Rhetorical Hybrids: Fusions of Generic 

Elements," concur with Fisher and go further, suggesting that genres are not only 

dynamic responses to circumstances; each also is "a c{ynamis-a potential fusion of 

elements that may be energized or actualized as a strategic response to a situation" 

( 146). They also believe that their definition is Aristotelian in character, reflecting 

Aristotle's view that a genre is defined by the kind of audience that makes a 

certain s011 of decision on a distinctive issue, developed through recurring lines of 

argument, characterized by a typical style, and employing certain strategies that 

are particularly apt for these circumstances ( 146 ). In her article "Generic 

Constraints and the Rhetorical Situation,'' Jamieson quotes Northrop F1ye in her 

discussion of genre . She considers Frye to be the leading original contempora1y 

exponent of genre study and states that he has observed the following: ''the 

purpose of criticism by genres is not so much to classify as to clarify . .. traditions 

and affinities, thereby bringing out a large number of relationships that would not 

be noticed as long as there were no context established for them" (Frye, Anatomy 

24 7-48 qtd. in Jamieson 168). Jamieson fmther believes that genres should not be 

viewed as static fonns but as evolving phenomena ( 168). In ''Form and Genre in 

Rhetorical Criticism: An Introduction." Campbell and Jamieson further emphasize 

that Frye notes that part of the meaning of a work is derived from the tradition of 

which it is a pai1, from the conventions it observes . The conventions found in a 
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discourse indicate the tradition to which it belongs and the works to which it has 

close affinities--a genre (25). ln other words, a genre does not consist merely of a 

series of acts in which ce1tain rhetorical fonns recur. Instead, a genre is composed 

of a group of like fonns bound together by an internal dynamic . When a generic 

claim is made, the critic argues that a group of significant rhetorical elements such 

as a system of beliefs, lines of arguments, stylistic choices, and the perception of 

the situation are fused into ··an indivisible whole" (21 ). Because a genre is a 

constellation of elements, the appearance of the same fonns in different genres 

poses no critical problem ~ a genre is given its character by a fusion of fonns , not 

by its individual elements (21 ). Genre can also be cal led ''class .' ' A genre is a 

class or group of things, and the decision to classify a particular group of things as 

genre rests on ce11ain observations which indicate that one group shares some 

specific characteristics which make it different from all other groups (Harrell and 

Linkugel 263 ). 

No1throp F1ye attempts to clarify and explain the theory of genres. In his 

chapter "'Rhetorical Criticism: Theo1y of Genres,'' Frye understands that generic 

criticism is rhetorical and that the genre is determined by the conditions 

established between the writer and his public . In order to simplify the process of 

understanding genre, F1ye reminds his readers that there are three generic te1ms, 

"drama," "epic," and '' lyric," derived from the Greeks, but we use the latter two 
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terms chiefly as ''jargon or trade slang" for long and sho11 poems respectively. 

However, he goes on to point out that the origin of the words "drama," ''epic," and 

"lyric" suggest that the central principle of genre is simple enough (246). F1ye 

says that the division of dramas into tragedies and comedies, for instance, is a 

conception based entirely on verbal drama and does not include or account for 

types of drama such as the opera or masque, in which music and scene1y have an 

organic place (282) . 

Readers usually believe that generic classification is an easy task. A 

problem can arise when a work is accepted as being in a certain genre, for instance 

tragedy or comedy, and a new viewer approaches the work with that classification 

in mind. Jamieson describes just such an event. She depicts a situation in Miami 

when Waiting/hr Godot was billed as a traditional comedy. The "supper-club" 

audience anived with expectations created by viewing Broadway comedy. Of 

course, Godot frustrated these expectations . A generic misclassification created 

expectations which the play was not designed to fulfill (Jamieson 166). 

The synthesis of all of this infonnation is that the concept of tragedy is ve1y 

imp011ant, yet in a pure fom1 it is hard to find and even harder to identify. The 

concept of comedy is equally as important in drama and almost as elusive as 

tragedy in identification. It seems that the definition of genre, be it tragedy or 

comedy, has become a square hole, and the drama has become a round peg. Over 
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the years some critics of modem drama have mistakenly insisted on fitting some 

works into their originally designated genre, one way or another. Perhaps a valid 

approach is to take all of the infonnation from Aristotle and other commentators 

down to the present day and approach a work with an open mind, letting the pieces 

fall into their best generic fonns. 

A Streetcar Named Desire, a work that has been often miscategorized, is a 

good example of a play needing a fresh examination . Since the opening of A 

Streetcar Named Desire over half a centu1y ago, scholars have remained divided 

over Streetcar's most fundamental elements: distinguishing the protagonist from 

the antagonist, identifying the play ' s generic form, discerning the meaning of its 

conclusion, which many critics believe concludes nothing (Morrow 59). 

Questions arise when A Streetcar Named Desire is considered according to its 

generally accepted traditional and historical classification . Although a few critics, 

to be discussed later, look at the play in somewhat different lights, basically the 

question of labeling is between tragedy and comedy. Over the years critics have 

called Streetcar different types of tragedy, comedy, tragicomedy, and melodrama. 

These critics and their notions of Streetcar's genre will be discussed in a 

chronological manner in order to see the evolution of ideas from the time of the 

play ' s original presentation to the present. In a review of the criticism of 

Tennessee Williams and his play there are several factors that must be considered. 
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When Williams died in February of 1983, an old friend , Maria St. Just, became the 

guardian of his estate. After St. Just gained control, scholars were refused access 

to any of Williams's unpublished work, his letters remained uncollected and 

unedited, and his journals remained unpublished. Fu1ther, no plans were made to 

publish his unpublished works. St. Just tried to cancel previous commitments to 

writers and producers. Her death in 1994 opened up publication oppo1tunities for 

Williams scholars (Martin 12). However, the control by St. Just of the papers of 

Tennessee Williams slowed down critical inquiries into his life and work for 

almost two decades . Thus a gap of a few years will be apparent in the most recent 

years of the surveys that follow. 

First, in Chapter Two, proponents of classifying Streetcar as tragedy will be 

reviewed. In Chapter Three, scholarship that takes issue with the play as tragedy 

will be summarized. Chapter Four will look at the critics' views of the play in 

relationship to comedy: comedy as humor but not comedy as genre. Chapter Five 

will consider the generic New Comedy form of A Streetcar Named Oesire and 

show how the intruder plot helps define the form. Chapter Six will analyze the 

dynamics of the play as generic New Comedy. Chapter 7 will discuss the 

symbolism that rhetorically supports the New Comedy configuration. Finally, 

Chapter Eight will set forth the conclusions drawn from this study. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

STREETCAR SEEN AS TRAGEDY 

Most critics say that the generic structure of Streetcar is that of tragedy, and 

they say so in many different ways. The critics with this view are John Mason 

Brown, John Gassner, William Sharp, Leonard Berkman, C. W. E. Bigsby, Robert 

Heilman, Be11 Cardullo, No1mand Berlin, Britton J. Harwood, Anca Vlasapolos, 

Lindy Melman, Thomas Adler, Laura Morrow, Edward Morrow, Robert Bray, 

Dan Isaac, and W. Kenneth Holditch. Their writing appears over the time period 

from 1954 to 1997. 

In considering Streetcar a tragedy, John Mason Brown, perhaps best known 

for his newspaper reviews but also influential as one of the first twentieth-centmy 

drama scholars, writing in J)ramatis J)ersonae in an article entitled ·'Southern 

Discomfo11: Tennessee Williams' Streetcar'' ( 194 7), writes as though Streetcar's 

categorization in the geme of tragedy is established. Brown became a drama critic 

in the early 1930s and wrote widely and impo1tantly from that time on eve1y 

aspect of theater (Perkins 3 72). He says that Blanche's tragedy comes not from 

her family's dwindling fo1tunes or from her widow's grief but from her own 

nature: from her pathetic pretensions to gentility even when she is known as a 

prostitute in her home town, from her love of the refined when her life is devoted 
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to coarseness, from her incapacity to live up to her dreams, and especially from 

her selfishness and vanity (92). Brown continues that Williams understands and 

would have the audience understand what brought about Blanche's decline. 

Williams, according to Brown, does not condemn Blanche. He allows her to 

destroy herself and invites the audience to watch the process (92). 

In "A Streetcar Named Desire: A Study in Ambiguity" ( 1954 ), John 

Gassner, also a well-known drama reviewer and critic in the same reviewer

scholar catego1y as John Mason Brown, considers Streetcar as tragedy . He says 

that placed in opposition to Stanley Kowalski at the beginning of the play, Blanche 

is the aristocrat who condescends to the plebeian when she is not actually scorning 

Stanley. Gassner sees Blanche's affectations as compulsive behavior on her pat1 

because she must feel superior to Stella ' s husband if she is not to feel inferior in 

view of her helplessness. Unfo11unately her behavior does not commend her to the 

audience. She is an element of disease threatening the healthiness of her sister's 

relations with Stanley. Gassner says the audience is grateful at first when Stanley, 

disconcerted by Blanche, tries to set her straight. Yet Gassner sees a certain 

splendor in Blanche's personality, a tragic splendor until the clinical aspects of 

her character dim it (3 75-76 ). Stella has avoided financial and social disaster by 

compromise, by rnanying Stanley and by satiating herself in her maniage. Stella 

is fo11unate in this respect. Blanche, according to Gassner, cannot renounce her 
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view of herself as a rare individual~ and, possessing the flaw of other tragic 

characters, she longs for ''the blisses of the commonplace'' (3 76 ). 

Gassner, again commenting on Streetcar as tragedy, says in his a1ticle 

"Forms of Modern Drama" ( 1955) that high tragedy is not the whole of any vital 

dramatic enterprise and that the same deflationa1y sensibility which weakened 

tragic ait flavored the development of other, intennediate fonns of drama. Gassner 

says this development may be observed in psychological drama exemplified by the 

realistic plays of Strindberg, in which category he places Streetcar. According to 

Gassner, Streetcar is a ·'melange of tragedy and pathology" ( 132). These two 

works by Gassner indicate that, at least within a few years after the presentation of 

Streetcar, he felt comfo1table placing and discussing the play in the genre of 

tragedy. 

William Sharp, in ·'An Unfashionable View of Tennessee Williams'' 

(1962), states his belief that Williams is a writer of tragedy, that he is seriously 

concerned with man's attempting to solve psychological, emotional, and 

intellectual conflicts within. Sharp says the pa1ticular conflict that most concerns 

Williams is the struggle between what man feels he is or ought to be and what 

society says he is or ought to be. Sharp does not think that the conflict is simply 

that of a pat1icular psychotic, Blanche, but a conflict that at one time or another 

bests eve1yone ( 160). Sharp says that, like most writers of tragedy, Williams sees 
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man (in this case Blanche) as something special and unique. He believes that a 

problem in Williams 'splays is how the human being can realize this uniqueness. 

However, Sharp sees Williams as being like Sophocles or Shakespeare, who show 

sensitive men t1ying to realize some kind of meaning in life with as much dignity 

and intelligence as they can muster ( 170). Sharp allows that Tennessee Williams 

is not a great tragedian because to be one, he says, one must have some strong 

convictions about what constitutes dignified noble behavior. According to Sharp 

no twentieth-century dramatist has attained such a conviction, but he considers 

Tennessee Williams to be the only American dramatist who has even showed a 

serious attempt ( 171 ). Sharp has considered Streetcar carefully and believes .it to 

fall into the genre of tragedy. 

In his a1iicle ''The Tragic Downfall of Blanche DuBois'' ( 1967), Leonard 

Berkman says that establishing the extent to which Streetcar exemplifies 

traditional tragedy is not his central aim. However, he believes that the question 

of tragic stature does specifically concern him in the tenns according to which 

victo1y may be considered within Blanche's grasp, the course of her struggle 

toward victory, and the pivotal moment in which the struggle turns to defeat (249). 

He says that Blanche ' s tragic power lies in her acceptance of the very future she 

fights so painfully to resist and that she attains this acceptance with tragic dignity 

but not forsaking ·'her vision of the intimacy, her God, in whose arms she could 
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not remain" (257). Berkman, too, seems to approach the play having accepted that 

Streetcar is a tragedy and taking his argument from that point. 

C. W. E. Bigsby says in his article ''Tennessee Williams: Streetcar to 

Glory" ( 1969) that the mood of Streetcar is effectively summed up by the opening 

paragraph of l,ady Challerley 's Lover, a book Williams greatly admired. In this 

statement Lawrence expresses his view of man's situation in the modern world: 

"Ours is essentially a tragic age, so we refuse to take it tragically . The cataclysm 

has happened, we are among the ruins, we start to build up new little habitats, to 

have new little hopes. It is rather hard work: there is no smooth road into the 

future: but we go round or scramble over the obstacles . We've got to live, no 

matter how many skies have fallen" (Lawrence, Lady ( 'hallerley 's Lover 1 qtd. in 

Bigsby 44). According to Bigsby, with the writing of Streetcar Williams manages 

to digest the lessons he learned from Lawrence and to incorporate them into his 

own perception of an America in transition from genteel sterility to brutal 

indifference. Bigsby says that in Streetcar the reader is offered a hopeless choice 

between decadence and brutality and, as did Williams, the readers must pick their 

way through the personal treacheries and frustrations in an attempt to find 

something wo11hwhile (45). Bigsby believes that what Williams found wo11hwhile 

in the play was the Southern past, represented somewhat chaotically by Blanche, 

which represented order to Williams ( 46 ). This critic finds Stella to be the real 
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heroine of the play because she alone is prepared to offer comfo1t and 

understanding. In analyzing Stella as a cornf01ter and Stanley as a sometimes 

animal, Bigsby underscores the fact that there are moments of tenderness between 

Stella and Stanley which clearly offer some hope for the future ( 4 7). In sho1t, 

Bigsby believes ,\'tree tear to be a tragedy taken from the annals of Southern 

history . 

Robe1t Heilman, in The Iceman, the Arsonist, and the Troubled Agent: 

Tragedy and Melodrama on the Modern Stage ( 1973 ), says that Williams in his 

plays p01trays men and women who suffer disaster, who destroy themselves or 

move toward self-destruction, or who are the victims of maladjustment, debility, or 

outright malady ( 115). Heilman believes that Williams transcends the sto1y of the 

victim and finds complicity or tragic guilt in the heroine ( I 17). He fmther states 

that infinite regret plus an infusion of self-pity provide Blanche with no way of 

coming to terms with the disaster that borders 011 tragedy: when there is no 

reordering, shock becomes illness~ and illness eventually triumphs. By the end, 

Streetcar has drifted back to the histo1y of the victim with the seductive appeal of 

the strange human capacity for sinking luxuriously into illness as an aesthetic 

experience ( 118). In reviewing other plays by Williams, Heilman states that he 

does not think that Williams ever came as close to the tragic structuring of 

character and experience as he did in Streetcar ( 140). Heilman fu1ther believes 
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that Williams is consistently good in representing the spirit and style of hostile 

confrontation, the drama of counter forces and counter purposes. According to 

Heilman, when Williams internalizes his drama, "'he is on the road to tragedy" 

( 141 ). 

In his article ·"Drama of Intimacy and Tragedy of Incomprehension" ( 1977), 

Beti Cardullo admits that the nobility and grandeur of Blanche's character are 

maned by her intemperance shown in her passion for drink, her appetite for sex, 

and her intolerance of Stanley's lifestyle. However, he does not consider this 

intemperance to be the flaw which brings about her downfall. He also says that 

the flaw of her downfall is her predisposition to gloss over the harsh realities of 

life by pretending that they are not there. Cardullo says that Blanche is doomed 

from the first by the circumstances under which she grew up and against which she 

struggled long after Stella fled to New Orleans, an obvious reference by this critic 

to naturalism, infeITing that neither Blanche nor Stanley has any control or say in 

what happens in their lives ( 142). After making this inference Cardullo does not 

follow through with this concept of naturalism. He goes on to say that absence of 

truth and intimacy in her life at Belle Reve drove Blanche to an early maITiage and 

staiied her ''down the road to calamity" ( 142 ). This critic says that the audience 

sees Blanche exposed to her own ·'full sense of flaw'' when she recoi Is at seeing 

Stella and Stanley in the apartment after their reconciliation on the stairs. Blanche 
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exhibits an intolerance of the couple's loving relationship and even goes so far as 

to pretend that her sister is subjecting herself to possible acts of violence by 

spending the night with her husband ( 14 7). Cardullo also notes that unlike Greek 

tragedy, which he would call the tragedy of self, Streetcar as Christian tragedy is 

the tragedy of life . He says that burdened with the notion of original sin and 

tempted with the idea of salvation in the hereafter, Christian man retreats into his 

mind and becomes uncertain of his position in the universe. According to 

Cardullo, this man feels himself at the mercy of chance, the helpless victim of the 

whims of chance, and therefore resolves to insulate himself as much as possible 

against the arbitrariness of life, which he sees as the deeds of other men. Because 

this Christian man is always at odds with his fellow man and never at one with 

himself, Cardullo says he brings about his own downfall at the same time that the 

specific and final means of destruction comes from without ( 151 ). In commenting 

on the rape in the final '"act'' Cardullo says that the feeling aroused in the spectator 

is not the feeling aroused in a spectator of Greek tragedy, the tragedy of necessity 

or fate of one man. Rather he says it is that of the spectator of Christian tragedy, 

where the focus is on the community, not the individual ( 15 I). Cardullo says that, 

ironically, Blanche's doom appears inevitable yet is essentially pathetic . She will 

never achieve true and lasting intimacy with another human being. At the same 

time, her tragedy is made to occur incidentally. Stanley rapes her, and she leaves 
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for an asylum with some measure of dignity. Cardullo states that in this 

unresolved tension of fonn and life or, more accurately, in the embodiment of this 

tension in the character of Blanche DuBois, Streetcar stands as a unique 

contribution to the body of the world's dramatic literature. He goes on to say that 

if classical tragedy's completeness was its insistence on marking for ce11ain 

dest1uction the man in the middle, the man who was neither flawless nor 

hopelessly flawed, Streetcar in its depiction of life's workings as inexplicable in 

te1ms of fate or chance fits into the tragic catego1y ( 15 1-52 ). This critic seems 

strangely unaware that there are no acts in Streetcar but rather eleven scenes 

( 151 ), a fact that unde1mines his credibility. 

Britton J. Harwood argues in his article "'Tragedy as Habit: A Streetcar 

Named Desire'' (1977) that Williams 'splay troubles critics with a question of 

genre as the theater of Chekhov, Beckett, Pirandello, Ionesco, or Brecht may not. 

Going no further than the language of the play, he finds Wi 11 iams, s stage direction 

calling for Blanche to assume a ·'tragic radiance'' ( I 04) tips the scale towards 

tragic genre placement. Yet critical opinion, according to Harwood, is nearly 

unanimous that if Williams intended his play to be judged in terms of tragedy, it 

fails. Ha1wood calls Streetcar a ·'double tragedy," the ''lurid reflection" of tragedy 

rather than the thing itself, which he says is the inevitable continuation of a tragic 

action already past ( I 04 ). He says that Streetcar recalls the tragic by redoing it in 
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an "ironic register" ( 104 ). Harwood says that the action of Streetcar is 

unintelligible except as an analogy to tragedy and that its uniqueness lies in its 

taking Blanche, already burdened with perception and guilt, through an experience 

which has the structure but not the content of tragedy ( 105). Harwood concludes 

that Streetcar begins where a h·agedy has ended and that the play's action 

transposes the elements of tragedy into ironies ( I 14 ). He says that although 

Streetcar is not tragic itself, it refers to tragedy, that it is generically unintelligible 

except through a reference to tragedy ( 115 ). Harwood' s ti tie suggests that 

Streetcar is placed by critics in the genre of tragedy more by ''habit" that by actual 

merit, but this critic suggests no accurate other genre for the play. 

Lindy Melman says in ·'A Captive Maid : Blanche DuBois in A Streetcar 

Named Desire'' ( 1986) that Blanche's tragedy does not simply lie in the fact that 

she has outlived her time. If she is a product of the myth of the Old South, she is 

also its victim. Melman says that if Blanche has inherited a real graveyard, she 

also inherits an internal one, a set of expectations and values which, because they 

are unreal, are deadening ( 140). Melman says that in refusing to let go of the past, 

Blanche traps herself not only within a tradition of illusion but also within a 

tradition of vicious internal conflict. She is a shell only because the ·'beautiful 

dream" has condemned her to isolation . Melman recalls a scene with Blanche and 

Mitch when Blanche speaks of wanting magic, of not telling the truth but telling 
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what ought to be truth ( 141 ). Blanche says if she is being sinful, then she should 

be damned for her untruthfulness. Melman says that tragically Blanche is indeed 

damned, that the ultimate result of her ''misrepresentations" is her own 

annihilation (141-42). Melman goes on to say that the painfulness of the author's 

vision stems from the fact that it is a failure similar to Blanche's on Mitch's pa11 

that paves the way for Blanche's tragic end. Mitch also has been unable to secure 

a lasting relationship, to find someone to share his life, and his image of Blanche is 

as umeal as some of Blanche's concepts brought out in the play ( 143 ). Blanche, 

according to Melman, is fragile and faded by the end of the play. She is one who 

grasps at desire as a means of escaping death, but her passion leads her only closer 

to the grave ( 144 ). 

Thomas Adler, in A Streetcar Named Uesire : '/'he Moth and the Lantern 

( 1990), says that almost from its inception 5,'r reercar has been recuITently linked by 

its creators and critics with the word "tragedy" ( 4 7). In an attempt to explain the 

categorization of Streetcar, Adler looks to the production dia1y of director Elia 

Kazan and finds that Kazan termed Sr reercar "a poetic tragedy, revealing the death 

of something extraordina1y ... the final dissolution of a person of wo11h, who 

once had great potential, and who, even as she goes down, has wo11h exceeding 

that of the healthy, coarse-grained figures who kill her'' (Kazan, ''Notebook" 365 

qtd. in Adler 48). According to Adler, phrases such as ''almost unbearably tragic,'' 
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"tragic ove11ones of grand opera," "somber tragedy," and "a savagely anesting 

tragedy that lacks the nobility of high tragedy'' all appear in the initial reviews 

without much attempt to demonstrate the appropriateness of the designation ( 48). 

He goes on to say that even among scholars definitions of tragedy are more various 

and less rigidly applied than they once were. If the audience usually measures the 

tragic experience by the emotional and intellectual impact of the work, critics are 

more likely than not to attend to the question of the characters' responsibility and 

self-recognition. Adler takes this view in Streetcar (48) . He goes on to say that 

whether in the end one sees Streetcar as tragic and Blanche as a tragic heroine 

who consciously undergoes a purgation and experiences a regeneration or simply 

as a pathological victim more sinned against than sinning, the final effect of the 

play does not change: it is still the same moving theatrical and literary experience . 

If Williams leaves open the question of Blanche' s tragic nature, Adler is emphatic 

that Streetcar is about the tragedy of modem civilization. His analysis seems to be 

an attempt to impose a system from the outside of the play in order to bring the 

play into the genre of tragedy ( 49) . 

Writing in 1990 about the ''Critical Reception'' of A Streetcar Named 

Desire, Adler reviews pe11inent criticism about the play. Adler notes that Ma11in 

Gottfried ranks Stree!car along with A1thur Miller ' s Death <!/'a Salesman ''as one 

of the two American masterpieces of the postwar years ... perhaps the most 
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romantic, poetic and sensitive play ever written for the American theater" 

(Gottfried 250 qtd. in Adler 64 ). Adler goes on to say that a few years later Jordan 

Miller called the play "a work as impo11ant as any other ever written for the 

American stage" (Miller 9 qtd. in Adler 64 ). Commenting on his overall survey of 

various drama critics who have written on Streetcar, Adler suggests that most 

reviewers talk about one or more of the following: the shocking nature of the 

material , the seemingly loose structure of the play, and the apparently pessimistic 

stance Williams seems to take toward human existence ( 65 ). However, Adler 

seems to focus on the critics who struggle with generic classification of the play. 

Adler points specifically to two major works: John HuITell 's '/'11 10 Modern 

American Tragedies: Revieu·s and Criticism cf ''Death of a Salesman" and "A 

Streetcar Named Desire" ( 1961) and again to Jordan Mill er in his 'J'11·entieth 

Century Interpretations cf''A Streetcar Named Desire" ( 1971 ). Adler repo11s that 

Hurrell is concerned with the question of whether Streetcar might be an example 

of tragic drama. Jordan takes the weight of an additional ten years of consideration 

and says that because of Blanche ' s ''defiant courage" in the face of an inevitable 

defeat brought about by "'t1ying to survive with some shred of human dignity" in 

an inhospitable and even hostile world, the audience experiences a sense of 

"tragic waste" (67). While not commenting himself on the criticism, Adler presents 

a considerable amount of evidence to supp011 a finding to classify Streetcar as 
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tragedy. 

Laura and Edward MoITow, in ''The Ontological Potentialities of Antichaos 

and Adaptation in A Streetcar Named Desire" ( 1993 ), say that since Streetcar's 

opening almost twenty-five years earlier, scholars have remained divided over 

identification of the play's generic f01m. The MoITows ask the question: "Is 

Streetcar a traditional Aristotelian tragedy or a modem, Milleresque threnody for 

the common man (or woman) or a metageneric idiosyncracy?'' (59). Laura and 

Edward Morrow are of the opinion that the generic form of Streetcar is close to 

Euripidean tragedy: the fates of the characters are predestined, not only by a fate 

but by a combination of their inherited psychological makeup and the values to 

which they are exposed. The MoITows suggest one might argue that the situation 

is fated to come out a ce11ain way by the character types assembled, despite the 

pa11icular individuals who are in the situation ( 69) . These critics seem to be 

suggesting the concept of naturalism, though they do not specifically name it so, 

but seem comfo11able placing Streetcar in the genre of tragedy. 

Robe11 Bray, in ''A Streetcar Named Desire: The Political and Historical 

Subtext" ( 1993 ), takes a somewhat different approach from other critics and looks 

at Streetcar in the context of Marxist criticism, which is a theory of value based on 

labor and the economic determination of social actions and institutions. Marxism 

also looks to class struggle as a basic pattern in histo1y (Hannon and Holman 307). 
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Bray, in discussing various political critiques of 5;treetcar, discusses Marxist critic 

Harry Taylor, who believes that Streetcar suffers from Wi11iams's Jack of social 

conviction. Blanche was tragic but would have been a more tragic figure if her 

conflict with Stanley had arisen from ··genuine conflict'' rather than ''savage" and 

"almost animal" confrontation (Taylor 54 qtd. in Bray 184 ). Although a thematic 

Marxist approach to the play is not a generic approach, Bray uses the concept to 

discuss the play in tenns of tragedy. This is another example of a critic ' s bringing 

in a concept outside of the accepted notions of tragedy to try to label Streetcar a 

tragedy. 

Dan Isaac, in his article "'No Past to Think In : Who Wins in A Streetcar 

Named Desire.?" ( 1997), states that Streetcar is a modem tragedy. He beheves 

Blanche's tragic flaw to be hubris, the pride of intellect and the pride of sexual 

prowess (26) . Isaac does not explain the meaning of his term ·'modern drama,'' but 

his use of words such as ''hubris'' suggests that he considers it to be closely related 

to classical tragedy. 

In his article "A Streetcar Named Desire Fifty Years Later'' ( 1997), W. 

Kenneth Holditch looks back at fifty years of scholarship on the play . Holditch 

states that he sees Streetcar as tragedy in a classical sense. He believes Blanche's 

flaw to be the fact that she commits what she herself believes to be the 

unforgivable sin--deliberate unkindness. Holditch acknowledges that ''tragedy'' is 
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a misused word, but nonetheless he classifies St ree /car as tragedy ( 6 ). 

Two critics are being taken out of chronological order here because their 

work leads into the next chapter of this analysis that discusses Streetcar as a genre 

other than tragedy. The first is Nonnand Berlin who says in his a1ticle 

"Complementarity in A Streetcar Named Uesire', ( l 977) that the different 

interpretations of Streetcar by directors invariably stem from different attitudes 

toward the two main characters, Blanche DuBois and Stanley Kowalski. Berlin 

believes that directors often tip the sympathy of the audience toward Blanche or 

Stanley. Berlin believes that this directorial sympathy controls the nature of the 

tragedy and its effect (97). Berlin says that after experiencing the entire play, 

when Blanche leaves the stage, the audience is not sad to see her go because they 

side at times with Stanley and are annoyed by her false ways and superiority. 

Perhaps the audience wonders at her cruelty to her now-dead husband and resents 

her description of her sister ' s life in New Orleans . On the other hand, Berlin says, 

the audience may well feel compassion for the fragile Blanche who has been living 

with death, who is t1ying to hold on to vanishing values, and who needs, above all 

things, kindness ( 102). 

Anca Vlasopolos says in her article '"Authorizing History: Victimization in 

A Streetcar Named /)esire" ( I 986) that academic criticism of Streetcar has been 

directed primarily toward the ethical and generic aspects of the play and has 
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focused on whether the play can be classified as tragedy (322) . Vlasopolos says 

that most of the criticism of Streetcar concerns itself either with Williams's failure 

to achieve a unified generic tone or, more obsessively, with the main character as a 

separately functioning unit of the perfonnance. She believes that the generic and 

ethical yardsticks used to measure the success of the play show that Streetcar fails 

either because it has no moral instruction for the audience or because it is a 

"modem tragedy" rather than an Aristotelian tragedy, that unlike generically pure 

Aristotelian tragedy, Streetcar leaves the audience unpurged of the emotions it 

elicits (323). Vlasopolos says that while Williams makes viewers see and hear like 

Blanche, and perhaps feel like her, the authority of history is on Stanley's side. 

This comment seems to lead toward comedy and the intrusion plot, to be discussed 

later, rather than to tragedy. Vlasopolos goes on to suggest that the power of 

Streetcar rests in experiencing the ability of that authority to frame histo1y and 

therefore to detennine the future. The force of this play, says Vlasopolos, is to 

disquiet the audience so that perhaps they might hear, if not speak for, those whom 

history has silenced as it did, according to this author, Blanche DuBois (338) . 

The critics analyzed above consider A Streetcar Named /)esire to be 

tragedy and focus on Blanche as heroine. The remaining characters are considered 

and discussed in light of this belief However, when Stanley and the other 

characters in the play are given equal consideration, as wi 11 be shown later, the 
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comic genre emerges. Further, when considering the play as a whole, all of the 

following aspects join with the characterization to suppo11 the genre of comedy: 

plot movement, images, symbols, and allusions. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

STREETCAR NOT SEEN AS TRAGEDY 

In Chapter Two we saw that the critics who consider Streetcar to be tragedy 

make many arguments, some logical, some not. Some of these same critics who 

write in one a11icle that Streetcar is tragedy later change and reverse their 

opinions, such as John Gassner and Be11 Cardullo. Therefore, a review of their 

scholarship will show that generic approaches to the play change and that other 

critics never consider Streetcar to be tragedy. Among these critics are Robe11 

Emmet Jones, Nancy M. Tischler, Richard A. Law, John T. von Szeliski, George 

Brandt, Constance Drake, Ruby Cohn, John M. Roderick, Katherine Margaret 

Lant, and Mark Royden Winchell. These critical opinions all appear between the 

years 1959 and 1997. 

John Gassner, a prominent writer on drama who is quoted earlier as 

categorizing Streetcar as tragedy, is one of those who changes his mind. Again, in 

"A Streetcar Named Desire: A Study in Ambiguity'' ( 1954 ), Gassner states that 

Williams not on]y enriched but muddled his play with ambiguities and that these 

ambiguities are at times only '"melodramatically fruitful.'' Gassner says that 

Williams reduced potentia] tragedy to psychopathy. Blanche's psychological 

situation is already so untenabJe when she enters the home of Stanley and Stella 

36 



that she should be receiving psychiatric care (376). Gassner believes that 

Williams also muddles the social basis for Blanche's drama with references to her 

Southern plantation. The DuBois family fo1tune declined and left Blanche 

economically insecure, but Gassner says that she could have supported herself 

honorably as a teacher had she not become a victim of her own neurosis (3 77). 

Gassner goes on to say that Streetcar, for all its dramatic momentum and surge, is 

a divided work. He believes that ambiguities split the emphasis between realistic 

and decadent drama, between nonnal causation and accident, and between tragedy 

and melodrama (3 78). It is interesting to note that in the same a11icle Gassner 

makes a case for Streetcar as a tragedy and then one page later states an opposing 

opinion. The word ··ambiguity" in the title of his a11icle helps to explain the 

discrepancy. However, this article affirms the difficulty of placing Streetcar in a 

generic catego1y even by a veteran critic such as Gassner. 

In "Tennessee Williams' s Early Heroines" ( l 959), Robe11 Emmet Jones 

suggests there is little that is tragic about Williams' s early heroines . He says they 

are sometimes intentionally comic and often pathetic and melodramatic but never 

tragic. Jones says Blanche cannot be a tragic figure because she is defeated before 

her appearance on stage. Jones refers to watching Blanche wrestle with her 

destiny and to observing her defeated pride and her illusions about herself (218) . 

He says that in watching Blanche the audience becomes interested in her life from 
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a sociological standpoint. The tragedy of Blanche, Jones says, is the tragedy of 

civilization which bore her, nourished her, and then cast her out. He suggests that 

if the audience pities Blanche, it does so because she is a beautifully portrayed 

example of a defeated human being. Jones believes that the audience may 

understand and even pity Blanche but finds difficulty in admiring her as noble in 

any sense of the word. Blanche, he concludes, is too weak, passive, and neurotic 

to be tragic (219). Jones says, in effect, that although Blanche's life has ce11ainly 

been tragic, the word can be applied only to the circumstances of her pat1icular life 

and not to the genre classification of the play. 

In Tennessee Williams: Rehellious J>uritan ( 1961 ), Nancy M. Tischler says 

that many critics are caught up in a discussion of the ambiguity of the play. 

Tischler feels that a corolla1y to the problem of ambiguity is the question of the 

tragic propo11ions of the play. Without the single vision, she asks, can the play be 

a tragedy? Tischler offers that the tragic implications are reduced by Blanche 's 

failings . Blanche loses some chance of tragic structure from the ve1y first when 

she is seen as a neurotic and an alcoholic. As the play progresses, she loses even 

more, especially in the seduction scene with the newsboy, which discloses her 

nymphomania. Tischler believes that if Blanche's weaknesses had been a result of 

the decline of her family fortune, she might still have had a claim to tragic stature 

by virtue of her symbolic significance. But the revelation of her maITiage, the 
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discovery of her husband's homosexuality, the compounded deaths all make her 

not a tragic heroine but a case history ( 145). Also detracting from the tragic 

possibilities, according to Tischler, is Stanley's brutality in the rape scene. 

Agreeing with earlier critics and with John Gassner in particular, Tischler believes 

that Williams missed the insight of tragedy and settled for pathos. In doing so, he 

twned Stanley into the brutal executioner. Stanley perfonns the act of destrnction 

that Blanche should have perfonned for herself, having had within her the seeds of 

her own destruction ( 146 ). 

Richard A. Law, in ··A Streetcar NameJ /)es,re as Melodrama'' ( 1964 ), says 

that Blanche DuBois is not a tragic figure with the faculty, the strength, or the 

courage to apprehend the mystery of human suffering. He says that as Blanche is 

driven to madness, she does not hold up in the manner of a h·agic hero who 

experiences trials that test and prove volition (3). Law says that Streetcar is not a 

probing and profound dramatic questioning by a writer who shares in the tragic 

vision that sees man as a questioner and adapts an a11istically critical approach to 

the mystety of the suffering of man. Law quotes Joseph Wood Krutch, who 

declares that Streetcar "ends with what looks less like a tragic affitmation than like 

a simple confession of a defeat'' (Krutch, "Modernism'' 123 qtd. in Law 4 ). Law 

goes on to say that his examination of Streetcar reveals a naturalistic h·agedy in 

which the idea of order is tested. He says that there is a sustained contest between 
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order and its opposite but that there is no mystery about right and wrong. Law 

says that Williams confuses what is a clear-cut decision by indulging in emotional 

outpouring for Blanche, who he says is pathetic, not tragic. There is no 

uncertainty in Stanley's behavior; there is no tragic suffering on his pa11. Law 

says that the play does not legitimately exercise the mechanical tools of tragedy: 

a11iculate hero with piety; tragic rhythm such as the hero's purpose, passion, and 

perception; and catharsis. He says the essence of tragedy is not in the play (7) . 

John T. von Szeliski , in ''Tennessee Williams and the Tragedy of 

Sensitivity" ( 1966), says of Williams that although he can show the audience how 

not to live, his pessimism does not equip him for displaying an ideal of life, which 

is a product of tragedy (67) . In fact , von Szeliski looks back to Herbe11 Muller 

who wrote in The Spirit qj"J'ragedy about D. H. Lawrence : ''His tragic theme is the 

disorder due to sex; the implication is Lawrence ' s idea that the restoration of 

sexual order is the key to salvation or peace. His plays have ... no wider or 

deeper tragic impo11" (Muller 3 18 qtd. in von Szeliski 68). Fu11her, von Szeliski 

goes on to say that Williams' s characters are allowed to comment more, or are 

more articulate, than characters of other modem playwrights but that they still 

have no objective and enlightened understanding of the meaning of life. They are 

pessimistic figures, and their detenninistic downfalls do not achieve that height of 

contrast necessary in the production of tragedy. With his characters, von Szeliski 
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says, Williams was able to create great drama, but the stories are not the situations 

for tragedy. He says that the tragic loser must have the potential which the 

playwright's pessimism is unable to grant him and that he must have been, at some 

time, a supreme winner (69). If there is tragedy in the play, von Szeliski says, it is 

actually out in the world, not on the stage. Blanche ' s sto1y, by implication only, is 

a "tear shed for modern anti-social man" (71 ). He goes on to say that in looking at 

the play generically, the faults that are found generally come from Williams's 

outlook and his negative perspective. Also, von Szelinski points out that Blanche 

is given psychological motivations for her weaknesses and her sensitivity~ but her 

sensitivity, which should be her greatness, is a function of her derangement. He 

believes that perhaps Williams wished the play to be tragic. However, von 

Szelinski feels that it is tragic only if we are willing to recognize an ai1istic rather 

than a real tragedy in man's becoming so anti-social that he communicates only in 

animal tenns, not like a man at all. This is not the case with Streetcar (71-72). 

George Brandt, in ''Cinematic Structure in the Work of Tennessee 

Williams" ( 1967), looks at the play to detennine certain characteristics that can be 

easily presented on the wide screen. In this evaluation, Brandt considers not only 

cinematic qualities but also generic classification . He says that the narrative of the 

play comes in ··eleven slabs of action,'' the eleven scenes, showing the crushing of 

a human being named Blanche DuBois. Brandt says that the play derives its 
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tension from the rising hysteria in each scene, climaxing with the rape. The final 

confitmation of Blanche's destruction, Brandt says, comes when she is caITied off 

to a mental hospital ( 173 ). He goes on to say that with its "heroine" cast wholly in 

the role of victim, Streetcar fails to reach tragic stature. He says that Williams is 

careful to distance Blanche by showing up her foibles, her unconscious invitation 

of rape by Stanley, her nagging presence in her sister's house, all of which almost 

swings one's sympathy over at times to the "zestful animality" of the Kowal skis 

( 175). This argument is also support for the intruder plot to be discussed later. 

Constance Drake, in her at1icle ''Blanche DuBois- A Re-Evaluation'' 

( 1968), offers the suggestion that Blanche 's very human mixture of dignity and 

nobility combined with her petty and initating vanities prevent her from being 

classed with the Aristotelian or Elizabethan tragic figures of earlier ages. Yet, 

according to Drake, it is those same petty vanities that make her the real human 

creature that she is: human yes, tragic no (58) . Drake believes that in creating a 

dignified yet vain woman and in placing her in the situation in which she is placed, 

Williams leaves her defenseless and ambiguous. Drake indicates that Williams is 

ambiguous in the presentation of his own viewpoint and that this ambiguity causes 

misconceptions about the play, especially about Blanche. Drake feels that Blanche 

is often misinterpreted and that the misinterpretations can be divided into two 

basic viewpoints. The first viewpoint is that Williams's sympathies lie with 
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Stanley and that Blanche is a jealous neurotic, who comes uninvited and destroys 

the happy home life of Stanley and Stella (58 ). The second inte1vretation is that 

Blanche is right in rejecting the world of Stanley and Stella but that Williams fails 

to make this view clear to the audience, thus leaving her defenseless and never 

indicating whether he feels that she should have adjusted as Stella did (59). Drake 

discusses Blanche at great length but does not see her as a tragic heroine or the 

play as one to be classed in the genre of tragedy. 

In a later monograph, Tragedy and Fear: Why Modern Tragic Drama Fails 

(1971 ), John von Szeliski says that in Streetcar, in a somewhat rare example, there 

is snuggle and con fl ict--between Blanche 's fragility and Stanley's bestiality . He 

states that Blanche confuses and upsets Stanley without his understanding why; 

and because he cannot understand why, Stanley is bothered by the affectation, 

which is her protection, and feels that Blanche is pretending to be better than he is. 

Also, von Szeliski says that the drives which cause the struggle between the two 

characters are psychological ones of which the characters are insufficiently 

conscious. Stanley is helpless and insensitive, and Blanche is paranoid. 

According to von Szeliski, Stanley is weak as a tragic antagonist because he does 

not know he is evil; he does not know that his insensitivity is evil. Blanche is 

psychically too weak for a great tragic struggle . Being destroyed by a helpless 

animal adds to the pathetic, not the tragic, quality of the situation ( I 18 ). 
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Blanche wants kindness and protection, says von Szeliski, and she does not 

so much want to begin contributing something as to stop being hu11. He agrees 

that inhumanity in the environment makes Blanche suffer but that her goal and 

effort are no bigger than that of any derelict or invalid or refonned criminal: to 

rehabilitate, to gain health and peace through love. Finally, von Szeliski suggests 

that the authentic tragic hero must believe that he is going to be meaningfully alive 

for quite a while yet, that there are some bigger horizons left which might be 

reached, and that these traits are absent in Streetcar ( 121 ). 

Ruby Cohn, in her a11icle ·'The GaITulous Grotesques of Tennessee 

Williams" ( 1971 ), opens with a comment that though Tennessee Williams leans, as 

did O'Neill, toward tragedy, he has found his own niche somewhere outside the 

realm of the tragic genre ( 45 ). Cohn discusses the characteristics of Blanche, 

Stanley, Stella, and Mitch and offers the suggestion that at different times in the 

play each character is shown at one time or another to be part-victim and pai1-

bmte (50). Cohn comments that the last scene in Streetcar so victimizes Blanche 

that it borders on sentimentality . She goes on to say that this sentimentality is 

aggravated in reading the play by such "pretentious'' stage directions as ''tragic 

radiance" for Blanche on whose face ·'all human experience shows'' (51 ). 

As does John Gassner, Be11 Cardullo also vacillates in his a11icle ''Drama of 

Intimacy and Tragedy of Incomprehension: A Streetcar Named /)esire 
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Reconsidered" ( 1977) about whether or not Streetcar is a true tragedy. Cardullo 

accuses John Gassner of insisting on applying the tenns of Aristotelian tragedy to 

Streetcar from without and seeing how well it confonns to them instead of judging 

the play on its own te1ms with their special implications. He says that Gassner 

concludes, as quoted here earlier, that Stanley is a "brutal executioner who 

perf01ms the act of destruction that Blanche should have performed for herself, 

having had within her the seeds of her own destruction" ( 13 7) . Cardullo says that 

Stanley may perform the act which seals Blanche's doom once and for all but that 

clearly he does not consciously plot to destroy her throughout the play. Convinced 

that Blanche is not a heroine of tragic proportions, critics over the years, according 

to Cardullo, look outside of what they conclude to be a hopelessly demented 

character to find the agent of her destruction and quite naturally come up with an 

evil, scheming Stanley. However, Stella's husband is never so much maliciously 

intent on destroying his sister-in-law as he is blind to her problems and needs 

(137-38). The Cardulio article again demonstrates that even the most experienced 

drama critic is at a loss to classify Streercar. 

John M. Roderick, in his article ·'From 'Tarantula Anns' to 'Della Robbia 

Blue': The Tennessee Williams Tragicomic Transit Authority'' ( 1977), says that 

reflecting a basic duality or ambiguity which renders comfo1table critical 

statements obsolete, .',~tree/car is often labeled Williams 's flawed masterpiece. 
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Roderick believes that an appraisal of the play in what he labels ''tragicomic 

terms" is long overdue (93 ). He says that Williams has not written a flawed 

tragedy in which final judgments of hero and heroine (Roderick's terms for 

Stanley and Blanche) are clouded. Rather, Roderick believes that Williams 

through intricate structural control approaches brilliant tragicomedy, not tragedy. 

Roderick offers that to commit solidly to a tragic interpretation would be to do 

Williams a serious disservice and to deny him that element central to the creative 

arts--control (93). With the tragic implications of so many events in Streetcar, one 

is tempted to simply label the play a tragedy, if an imperfect one, he believes. 

What rises repeatedly to contradict such a position, he continues, is a comic spirit 

that continuously puts the audience off balance . Rather than viewing these comic 

elements as imperfections in a purely tragic mode, he says that an honest appraisal 

should encompass both modes and allow Williams a tragicomic stance with all of 

its irreconcilabilities. It is the tragicomic sense of life, says Roderick, that allows 

the dramatist to laugh with and through his characters and thereby cope with the 

ove1whelming burden of reality (93-94 ). Roderick goes on to say that insufficient 

attention has been given to Williams 's juxtaposition of tragedy and comedy, which 

underscores not only the ambiguity of the tragicomic genre but also the ambiguity 

inherent in an empirical view of reality (96) . He sees as a significant parallel to 

the main conflict between Blanche and Stanley the relationship between Mitch and 
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Blanche. This relationship serves well to illustrate Williams' s technique of 

juxtaposing the comic with the tragic . Mitch represents the comic contrast to 

Stanley in almost eve1y way. While Stanley is solidly built, Mitch tends to be on 

the heavy side, even somewhat flabby. Williams presents Stanley as the ··gaudy 

seed-bearer" and Mitch as an obviously sissified mama's boy. Roderick uses the 

example of the first scene when Stanley removes his shi11, saying that being 

comfo11able is his motto . In contrast, Mitch is ashamed of the way he perspires 

and to his discomfort wears an alpaca jacket in the hottest weather. With these 

apparent distinctions, Roderick suggests that the audience can easily laugh at 

Mitch's ludicrous affectations in his attempts to impress Blanche (97) . 

Katherine Margaret Lant, in her article ··A streetcar named misogyny" 

(1991), says that in Streetcar Williams dramatizes two mutually exclusive 

nan-atives. She suggests that he reveals two archetypal dramatic situations which 

dictate completely antithetical roles for Blanche. On the one hand, Lant says, the 

play does present Blanche as a tragic figure and Stanley as a cruel agent of her 

destruction. However, she goes on to reflect that Stanley does bring about 

Blanche's downfall by unmasking her pretensions and lies and by physically 

unclothing and raping her. In this dramatic situation, Lant agrees, Blanche is 

indeed flawed, culpable, and tragically imperfect; but she is fully human and as a 

tragic figure she functions as a subject to be judged by her action or inaction, her 
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will to save herself, her sister, her home. She is being wholly female , driven 

beyond her ability to cope with the wholly male world. At this level of the play, 

Lant says that the audience may grieve as the environment destroys Blanche or 

may rage as Blanche backs herself into a comer with her hes and evasions. No 

matter how the audience views Blanche, with pity or anger, it sees and judges 

Blanche as Blanche, as a fully developed human character. Lant adds that the play 

dramatizes another situation in which Blanche becomes merely a figure , a 

component of one of culture's more perni cious, most deeply entrenched nanatives

-the story of rape. As a figure in this story, as its victim and object, Blanche 

ceases to become human . She becomes instead a reposito1y for all the mistaken 

notions American culture harbors about rape . She is acted upon, objectified, and 

ironically made guilty for her own victimization . No longer fully human, she is 

simply a metaphor for all that is vile about women (226 ). Lant believes that 

Blanche has been violated in such a way that she loses her tragic stature (23 7) . 

Although Lant is evaluating the play in tem1s of misogyny, and her evaluation is 

done through the use of feminist criticism, it is apparent to her that Streetcar does 

not belong in the genre of tragedy . 

In "The Myth Is the Message, or Why .\'tree tear Keeps Running" ( 1993 ), 

Mark Royden Winchell offers the premise that if Williams personally empathizes 

with Blanche more than Stanley, the rape may be his desperate attempt to win 
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audience sympathy for a victimized woman . But Winchell thinks that winning 

sympathy is all he is able to do . He says it is beyond even Williams's 

considerable ait to convince us that Blanche is a genuinely tragic figure. She has 

too many flaws, too little stature, and almost no self-knowledge according to 

Winchell ( 139). Winchell comments that critics have not felt entirely comfo11able 

with the confusion of feeling evoked by this play, sometimes wanting to side with 

Stanley, sometimes with Blanche. He says that some balance is necessary to 

maintain dramatic tension. Winchell says the rape creates that balance . The rape, 

he says, does not elevate Blanche to the level of tragic heroine, but it does prevent 

the audience from whole-heartedly siding with Stanley ( 139). 

In a later a1ticle, "Death as Metaphor'' ( 1997), Nancy Tischler says that 

although Williams seems to have a remarkable comic talent, he always "laces his 

laughter with anguish" (299). Tischler says that in Streetcar the vision of Blanche 

flitting so openly with the newspaper boy brings to mind a ridiculous sexual 

nature. The reality of Blanche, says Tischler, is that she is not a tragic heroine; 

she is actually rather pathetic. Tischler states that Streetcar is not classical tragedy 

(299). 

An insight into a generic placement of Streetcar can be drawn from Elia 

Kazan's autobiography . Kazan tells of a time that he was discussing the character 

of Blanche DuBois with Williams and Jessica Tandy. He quotes Williams as 
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saying: "Blanche is not an angel without a flaw and Stanley is not evil. I know 

you're used to clearly stated themes, but this play should not be loaded one way or 

another. Don't tty to simplify things'' (Kazan, A l.1 fe 346). Remembering the 

letter that Williams had written him earlier about Streetcar, cautioning him about 

tipping the moral scales against Stanley, Kazan states that he felt he must not show 

Stanley as a "black-dyed villain" (346). When considering the end of the play, 

Kazan says that he notices that Stella, having witnessed her sister's being 

destroyed and taken away to a mental institution, feels grief and remorse but not 

an enduring alienation from her husband. Stanley is the father of her child and had 

turned on the ""colored lights" for her (351 ). Kazan observes that the implication 

at the end of the play is that Stella will ve1y soon return to Stanley's anns and to 

his bed. Williams is being true to life and seems to be saying: ··we go on with life 

the best way we can . People get hurt but you can't get through life without 

hurting people" (351 ). This emphasis on the continuation of life is the comic 

perspective. 

Kazan says that we have all met people like Stanley who are somewhat 

attractive and people like Blanche who are pests . The audience, according to 

Kazan, should not feel an immediate sympathy for Blanche. As the play 

progresses, it might admire her courage. It was Kazan ' s hope that the audience 

would re-appraise Blanche and perhaps even be dismayed at its original 
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prejudices. He goes on to say that only in the end and with great difficulty will the 

audience be able to find special wo11h in this difficult person. However, it must 

not be done at the cost of making Stanley "at all times ... somewhat vile" (353 ). 

Kazan's comments are in keeping with the critics who say that Streetcar is 

not tragedy. The critics discussed here, however, leave open the question about 

genre as well as argue against the tragic label. Several of these critics have 

changed their position about the genre of the play over the years. The one 

unifying fact is that none of them seems able to place the play into its coITect 

genre. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

COMEDY AS HUMOR VERSUS COMEDY AS GENRE 

In a review of the criticism, we find writers who say that Streetcar is a 

comedy, and they sometimes express a view which upholds the intruder motif to 

be discussed later. However, they fail to analyze the characteristics of the comic 

genre. Comedy to these critics is humor. Nonetheless, the information gained 

from these critics will be used to support the comic genre with additional 

information concerning the form of comedy to follow. Critics to be examined in 

this vein are Charles B. Brooks, Benjamin Nelson, Richard A. Law, Denis M. 

Calandra, John M. Roderick, and Phillip C. Kolin. These critics wrote between 

1958 and 1993. 

Charles Brooks, in his article ·"The Comic Tennessee Williams'' ( 1958), 

says that by contrast with the other, Stanley and Blanche are shown to be 

inadequate for healthy civilized life. Brooks indicates that it has been suggested 

that siding with either Blanche or Stanley totally is not really possible because of 

their actions . Rather, he says, it is a comic battle with neither character 

demanding sympathy until the denouement when Williams forces the spectator to 

take sides (279). Brooks says that when Williams is clearly comic, he is fresh and 

vigorous, attacking as he does follies which are rooted in our culture, not, as most 
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so-called comic authors do, those from which we can easily divorce ourselves 

(280). 

Again not dealing with the issue of fom1, Benjamin Nelson, in his 

monograph Tennessee Williams: The Man and His Work ( 1961 ), notes that 

Streetcar, although dealing with a tragic situation, is neve11heless shot through 

with comedy. Stanley's explanation of the Napoleonic Code is extremely funny, 

and many of the exchanges are marked by a wry and acrid humor that 

characterizes much of Williams 's writing. Nelson says that Williams possesses a 

genuine comedic ability, which is evident in most of his work, pa11icularly because 

of its contrast with the serious situation out of which it arises ( 150). 

Denis M. Calandra, in his dissertation, ''Comic Elements in the Plays of 

Tennessee Williams" ( 1970), says that despite Williams 's avowed bleak 

conception of the human condition, and the plethora of critical responses hailing 

him as a "poet of the damned," a significant amount of comic writing does appear 

in his work (2). Calandra states that there is nothing really unusual about the 

yoking together of a grim world view ("the cards are stacked against us'') and a 

sense of comedy in modem dramatic literature~ this combination has in fact 

characterized the majority of significant post World War II plays (2). He says also 

that according to Eric Bentley: '"Williams has often been admired for other, 

supposedly profounder, elements, and when he has been condemned, it has been 

53 



on the grounds that the profundity was spurious . Those who do the condemning 

should, 

however, hasten to add that Williams has a fine comic sense and knows how to use 

it" (Bentley 58 qtd. in Calandra 2) . Calandra says that the broadest meaning of 

"comic elements" is bonowed from Eric Bentley's "man in the street"; instead of 

"plays that are funny" he uses the phrase ··elements of scenes that are funny" --that 

is, elements written by the playwright calculated to get a laugh within a non-comic 

context (Bentley 59 qtd . in Calandra 7). These descriptions are a technical matter, 

Calandra says. In the craft of constructing his scenes Williams regularly includes 

scraps of comedy for different purposes (7). 

The most obvious use of comic elements in a technical sense usually takes 

the f01m of comic counterpoint or incongruity. In Streetcar the strains of "It's 

Only A Paper Moon," sung by Blanche in the bathtub, clash with Stanley 's sinister 

schemes in the next room. His frustration is comica11y heightened by her 

inappropriate melody (8). In Streetcar when the conversation between Blanche 

and Mitch begins to get syrupy, Williams carefully injects a scrap of comedy: 

Calandra points out that Blanche spills a drink and turns on her flighty Southern 

Belle routine, or Mitch strikes one of his "dancing bear'' poses (8-9) . Calandra 

says that one pattern--the ··comic-pathetic"--presents characters as thoroughly 

ludicrous at the outset of a play and, by manipulating emotional content, changes 

54 



the audience's reaction to one of sympathetic laughter and finally to a feeling of 

sheer pity (9). 

The other comic pattern--the "comic-censure''--a variation of the first, 

provides a character who strikes us as comical until the point at which it becomes 

clear that the ve1y features of the character's personality which make him funny 

also make him either cruel, a cardinal sin in the Williams code, or a threat to the 

happiness or freedom of another human being (9). Calandra continues that though 

mentioned by some critics, the effect of comedy in Streetcar and the actual 

impo11ance of comic substance in the characterization of Blanche DuBois and 

Stanley Kowalski have largely been ignored (3 8 ). 

Eric Bentley, Calandra notes, goes so far as to say that in the case of 

Streetcar the comedy is one of the author's finest achievements ~ but even Bentley, 

when writing in ''Comedy and the Comic Spirit of America," fails to make a 

complete analysis of Streetcar as comedy: ''Is it not largely wit and humor that 

prevent both Streetcar and The Glass Menagerie from being unbearably 

sentimental? The confrontation of Blanche DuBois and Stanley Kowalski is a 

brilliantly comic idea, worked out to be sure, to a pathetic conclusion" (Bentley 58 

qtd. in Calandra 39). 

Calandra fm1her says that the ''duplicity'' of Blanche's nature, which is so 

often discussed with regard to her personal tragedy, also accounts for the comic 
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aspects of her characterization (39). The two sides of Blanche ' s nature, one which 

clings to decorum and refinement of a fo1mer period of history and the other which 

recognizes ce11ain desperate human needs, most conspicuously sexual, that clash 

with her learned '' ideals," provide the raw material for both her tragic and comic 

aspects (38-39) . Calandra says that the other major character defined pat1ially in 

comic te1ms is Stanley Kowalski . Kowalski , according to Calandra, is less 

complex than Blanche but impo11ant as an object of satire and as a perpetrator of 

"cruel jokes" ( 40). The portrayal of Stanley conforms to the '' laughter to censure" 

pattern, he says, and represents the first major example of a type which reappears 

throughout Williams ' s work (40). Calandra says that Stanley is devoid of human 

sympathy and derives joy from mocking and to11uring the weak or ''broken" people 

who inhabit Williams's world (40). Of course in Blanche's case, he does not 

torture her until she tonnents him . But unlike the many one-dimensional 

caricatures who fit this catego1y of people devoid of sympathy, Williams attributes 

to Stanley a genuine wit, crude though it may be, and uses him as a foil to the 

portrayal of Blanche DuBois ( 40) . Calandra relates that Blanche is amusing when 

she cove11ly gulps down a few tumblers of whiskey, then immediately afte1ward 

prattles on to her sister, feigning ignorance of the knowledge that any whiskey is 

on the premises. "Well, now you talk," she says to Stella, ''open your pretty 

mouth and talk while I look around for some liquor! I know you must have some 
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liquor on the place! Where could it be, I wonder? Oh, I spy, I spy!" ( 41 ). 

Calandra says that the "bossy," "domineering," and "haughty" qualities 

Blanche displays, because they are apparently incongruous to her and her sister's 

present situation, are comical ( 42). And though Blanche approaches an awareness 

of the contradictions she is living and suffers from those contradictions, from one 

point of view she is laughable. Calandra declares that ultimately Blanche is the 

pathetic victim of her duality, of her need for self-delusion as we11 as the victim of 

Stanley's malice ; but in the process of bringing about her demise Williams makes 

her comical (42). Blanche's flirting with Stanley in a comic '"love-duel'' scene is 

also a symptom of her deeper psychological split; and though there is humor at this 

point in the play, her later suffering attenuates our laughter ( 43 ). Blanche has a 

need to attract men sexua11y; and at the same time she has a need to retain the 

manners and ideals of ''qualit/' people, in this case manifested in her attitude 

toward Stanley ( 43). She loathes Stanley and wants him at the same time . 

Calandra believes that the moments prior to this early fli1tation scene reinforce the 

mixture of comedy and pathos in the po11rait of Blanche DuBois ( 43 ). Fmther, the 

paper boy's innocent ignorance and Blanche's prurient interest combine comically 

(44). 

The relationship between Blanche and her ''Rosenkavalier'' Mitch, similar 

in some ways to Blanche's relationship to Stanley, derives its effect to a great 
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degree from comedy. The comic aspects of Blanche's duality are heightened by 

having Mitch the object of her fantasies. Calandra quotes Elia Kazan, who 

suggests: "Mitch is Blanche's ideal in a comic f01m, 150 years late. He is big, 

tough, burly, has a rough Southern voice and a manner of homespun, coarse, 

awkward, over-grown boy, with a hea11 of mush" (Kazan, ''Notebook" 3 78 qtd. in 

Calandra 45). The comedy pat1ially derives from the fact that Blanche seems to 

know what kind of person Mitch is, and she is obviously playing a role--one 

moment asking him (in French) to go to bed with her, the next assuming an 

attitude of the inviolate Southern virgin. Blanche is apparently dumbfounded by 

Mitch's naivete. She can hardly refrain from laughing when she explains to him 

why she cannot pennit any familiarity: ''I guess it is just that I have--old-fashioned 

ideals" (Williams, Streetcar 348). Calandra says that Williams then, in stage 

directions, says that Blanche ·'ro11s her eyes," knowing Mitch cannot see her face, 

in amused awe at Mitch's innocence~ but she also seems to be saying to herself: 

"How much longer can I go on with this pretense?" ( 45-46 ). 

At this point the two sides of Blanche's character can be observed 

imparting their comic and tragic qualities to each other. The scene is inherently 

comic because of the role Blanche is forced to play for Mitch, that of "the 

inviolate Southern lady'' ( 46 ). Calandra goes on to say that Stanley Kowalski 

emerges as Blanche's assassin, and as such he is something of a villain in the play, 
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yet Williams's characterization of him is not without humor. To view Stanley 

entirely as a mindless brute is to misunderstand the play. In the early scenes 

Blanche has to be the antagonist (the "'misfit" or intrnder as Elia Kazan points out), 

and the audience has to side with Stanley when he ··tells her off' (Kazan, 

"Notebook" 368 qtd . in Calandra 4 7). 

Calandra related that critic Henry Popkin suggested that the wit Williams 

attributes to Stanley, at least in the original Broadway production of Streetcar, 

reduced the audience's antipathy toward him (Popkin 48 qtd. in Calandra 47). 

When Jessica Tandy and Marlon Brando played these roles, Stanley Kowalski 

won so many laughs that his wit seemed to compensate for his brutality ( 4 7) . 

Calandra says that wit is a function of Stanley's frankness, his desire, as he tells 

Blanche, to "cut the re-bop." Streetcar is spiced with rejoinders Stanley offers to 

Blanche's pretensions and mannerisms (47). Calandra says that Stanley's personal 

wit is but one aspect of the ··comic'' as it relates to Williams 's portrait of the 

character. Stanley Kowalski is also the first major comic satiric treatment of a 

particular American type in the Williams canon. Stanley represents a type of 

person spawned by the industrial structure of twentieth-centu1y America, a type of 

person Williams repeatedly attacks as being crass, possessive, and usually 

heaitless, Calandra relates ( 48 ). 

According to Calandra, the highlight of comic writing in Streetcar is Scene 
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Two, when we see Stanley in all his various poses as he investigates the 

mysterious disappearance of Belle Reve. The first note of satire is in the stage 

directions by Williams as he describes Stanley breaking in on the girls' evening 

toilette: "What's all this monkey doings?'' (49). Stanley's jokes and self

consciously crude ways do not change much through the play, and neither do his 

behavior patterns; when he feels he is cornered or needs to asse11 his power in the 

household, he appears less the clown and more the sadist. Calandra suggests that 

Williams uses the clown image of Stanley in closer and closer juxtaposition with 

his sadistic image until the climactic rape scene ( 53 ). ln his assessment of comedy 

in A Streetcar Named Desire, Calandra carefully points out examples of comedy in 

the play; and though he does not specifically state that Streetcar should be placed 

in the genre of comedy, such placement not being the focus of his writing, he 

furnishes sufficient evidence for such a classification . 

John M. Roderick, in his a11icle ''From 'Tarantula Arms' to • Della Robbia 

Blue': The Tennessee Williams Tragicomic Transit Authorit/' ( 1977), says that 

the conflict between Stanley and Blanche is permeated with humorous incidents 

counterpointing the dramatic action . When Stanley initially feels slighted at 

Blanche's intrusion and then learns that she has let the Belle Reve estate slip 

through her fingers, his adherence to the ··Napoleonic code'' to justify his claim is 

quite humorous, as is his list of expe11 acquaintances who will appraise Blanche's 
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furs and jewehy. Similarly, in the midst of a highly dramatic scene when Stanley 

relates the details of Blanche's past to Stella and says that he has bought Blanche a 

one-way ticket back to Laurel, Williams inse11s the crudely comic, which makes us 

laugh despite the potentially tragic action. After Stella knows what Stanley has 

done about returning Blanche to Mississippi , she is confronted by Blanche: 

BLANCHE: You have such a strange expression on your face! 

STELLA: Oh--(She tries to laugh) I guess I'm a little tired! 

BLANCHE: Why don ' t you bathe, too, soon as I get out? 

STANLEY : (calling from the kitchen) How soon is that going to be? 

BLANCHE: Not so terribly long! Possess your soul in patience! 

ST AN LEY : It ' s not my soul , it ' s my kidneys I'm wolTied about! 

(Williams, Streetcar 363-64 ). 

Roderick refers to well-known critics Wylie Sypher, who points out that we seek 

to escape suffering through comedy (Sypher 27 qtd. in Roderick 98), and Susanne 

Langer, who says that even in the gallows laughter is the tempora1y elevation 

above the tenor of the moment (Langer 87 qtd . in Roderick 98 ). Roderick then 

suggests it is the impulse to escape suffering which motivates Williams's inclusion 

of the comic (98) . 

Writing in a later article, Charles B. Brooks, in '" Williams ' Comedy" 

( 1977), says that several of the most significant serious playwrights of the modem 
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era have possessed fine comic gifts which enhance their plays, including Chekhov, 

O'Casey, Giraudoux, Anouilh, Beckett, and Pinter. According to Brooks, 

Williams belongs in this group because although his vision of the world is not 

primarily comic, comedy contributes to his success . Brooks says that it is not 

chiefly a matter of verbal wit or gags that help Williams achieve the comic, 

although there are some of these instances (720). Wit, according to Brooks, is not 

Williams's chief comic technique. Brooks suggests that Williams uses verbal 

humor in the styles of speech that so fit characters who unconsciously reveal their 

follies or weaknesses . For example, Stanley 's stilted syntax and frequent 

repetition shows brutishness and insensitivity rather than the shrewdness and 

virility he prides himself on as he probes Blanche 's past and her handling of the 

estate. "I got an acquaintance" is a characteristic statement of his, a version of the 

comic stereotype "l got a friend ,, (722) . Brooks goes on to point out comic action 

in Streetcar: Blanche silences Stanley 's demand to know how she lost the 

plantation by pouring out before him an envelope full of papers ~ when Blanche 

plays a radio in spite of Stanley 's protest, he stalks into the room, snatches it up, 

and tosses it out a window; and when asked to help clear the table after dinner, he 

throws dishes to the floor (723 ). Brooks relates also that in Streetcar there are 

Steve and Eunice, who are constantly fighting, sometimes quite violently, but 

having an essentially healthy attachment to each other. After one battle, Eunice 
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runs to get the police and instead stops at a bar for a drink. Going after her, Steve, 

in a conventional comic moment, peeks timidly around the corner to make sure she 

is not in sight before boldly chasing her. Steve and Eunice are a reflection in 

comic caricature of Stanley and Stella (727). Mitch in Streetcar, Brooks says, 

rationalizes his weight problem; he has vanity and lack of self-awareness. He is 

taken in completely by Blanche's coquetry. Knowing that he cannot understand 

French, she makes fun of him by asking in French if he wants to go to bed with 

her. When having been told the truth about Blanche, he demands that she make 

love to him. She makes a fool of him by yelling ''Fire," sending him on 

precipitous flight. Brooks believes that Mitch is a bridge between the essentially 

comic caricatures of Steve and Eunice on the one hand and the po1trait of Blanche 

on the other. Blanche's pretentiousness is constantly exposed by Stanley; she is 

frequently made to look foolish by him. But she has outgrown self-delusion. She 

is aware of her failings, creating her illusions deliberately in a desperate snuggle to 

salvage something of her life . She finally invites sympathy and pathos rather than 

laughter. Similarly she exposes Stanley's crudeness on many occasions, but he too 

is presented sympathetically because there is joyous passion in his relationship 

with Stella (728). 

Philip C. Kolin, in his article ''Eunice Hubbell and the Feminist Thematics 

of A Streetcar Named Desire'' ( 1993 ), says that criticism that mentions Eunice 
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invariably depicts her along with her husband, Steve, as the comic counterpai1s of 

Stanley and Stella~ the Hubbells' quaITel in Scene Five of Streetcar is regarded as 

a humorous reflection of the more serious marital disturbance between the 

Kowalskis in Scene Three during the ill-fated poker night. Kolin remembers that 

Gilbe11 Debusscher, writing in .Journal q/Dramatic Theory, labels the Hubbells as 

the comic ·~upstairs doubles of the Kowalskis" (Debusscher 15 1 qtd. in Kolin 

106). Kolin goes on to say that Eunice's relationship with her husband, especially 

their appearances in Scenes One and Five, has a vital bearing on how the audience 

reacts to Blanche, Stella, and Stanley ( I 07) . During the play, Kolin says, the 

Hubbells' verbal exchanges serve as a comic prologue for how men cause trouble 

for women as is demonstrated throughout the play ( I 08 ). These critics, although 

considering Streetcar as comedy, actually only address one facet of comedy, that 

of humor. In the next chapter, we will consider the comic form of Streetcar. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE, NEW COMEDY FORM, 

AND THE INTRUDER PLOT 

Now that it has been established through a discussion of critical opinions on 

Streetcar as tragedy or not that Streetcar is a difficult play to categorize in a 

particular genre, the focus of this chapter will turn to interpretations of the New 

Comedy fonn of Streetcar. The elements of New Comedy as set forth by 

No11hrop F1ye in Anatomy qf'Criticism: Four l:'ssays (1957) will be presented and 

applied for the first time to this play. Next will follow an explanation of how the 

intruder plot is used in the drama to further explain the work as a comedy with an 

accompanying discussion of the critics whose work suggests the intruder plot. 

Finally, an analysis of the play shows that it fulfills the generic requirements of 

New Comedy according to the classic definition by Northrop F1ye and that it also 

falls into the catego1y of intruder-plot plays. 

In Chapter One, a concise definition of New Comedy was taken from 

Northrop F1ye's ·'The Argument of Comedy," a work published in 1948. In the 

later work, Anatomy cf Criticism, F1ye again discusses comedy. In his chapter 

"Historical Criticism: Theo1y of Modes,'' Frye discusses types of characters. 

Instead of using the tenns "protagonist" and ·'antagonist'' that are common in 
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literary criticism of drama, F1ye reverts to the Greek tenns of ··alazon'' and 

"eiron," which te1ms will be used from this point. F1ye states that the te1m 

"alazon" refers to an impostor, someone who pretends or tries to be something 

more than he is (Ftye, Analomy 39). F1ye says that such characters most often are 

found in comedy (39). Hannon and Holman define the alazon as the bragga11 in 

Greek comedy. They go on to point out that the alazon can take many fo1ms : the 

quack, the religious fanatic, the swaggering soldier, or the pedant. In fact, they say 

that the alazon can be any pretentious character who is held up to ridicule ( 10). 

When speaking of the eiron, Frye says that this character can be found in 

Aristotle's l:'thics. There the eiron is a man who deprecates himself as opposed to 

the alazon who brags. The eiron, according to Frye, makes himself invulnerable 

by withholding his strength until a crucial moment. There is no question that he is 

a predestined victor just as the alazon is one of his predestined victims ( 40) . 

In Analomy of Criticism Frye states that there are three types of comic 

characters: the alazons or impostors, the eirons or self-deprecators, and the 

buffoons. According to F1ye, the contest between the eiron and the alazon f01ms 

the basis of comic action, and the buffoon polarizes the comic mood ( 172). An 

analysis of A Streelcar Named Desire will show that Blanche is the alazon, 

Stanley is the eiron, and Mitch, or perhaps the entire poker group, especially Steve 

Hubbell, are the buffoons. F1ye says that the alazon characters are nearly always 
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impostors, although it is generally a lack of self-knowledge rather than simple 

hypocrisy that characterizes them. He points out that there are many scenes in 

which one character complacently soliloquizes while another makes sarcastic 

asides to the audience as seen frequently with Blanche and Stanley. This pattern, 

says Frye, shows the contest of the eiron and the alazon in its purest fonn, and the 

audience is almost always sympathetic with the eiron ( 172). 

Judith Thompson, using Northrop Frye as her basis, is the only critic who 

looks at Streetcar using his tem1s. fn her monograph Tennessee Williams' Plays: 

Memory, Myth, and Symbol ( 1987), she says that Streetcar is structured as a dark, 

ironic comedy: a mode in which, according to No1throp F1ye, "the demonic world 

is never far away" (F1ye, Anatomy qtd. in Thompson 50). In this dark comic 

version, Thompson says, Blanche plays the role of impostor-intruder into the 

brawling, lusty, vulgar life of Stanley and Stella Kowalski . This description also 

fits the alazon. Thompson states that Blanche, in her impersonation of the 

Puritanical prude who disdains and disrupts the raucous connubial and communal 

customs of the Kowal skis, fits the comic figure of "the churl," the spoiler or 

refuser of festivity described by F1ye as "the killjoy who h·ies to stop the fun" 

(Frye, Anatomy l 76 qtd . in Thompson 50) . The brutal exposure of her h-ue nature 

demonically parallels the comic anagnorisis or recognition scene, followed by the 

"scapegoat ritual . .. which gets rid of some iITeconci !able character" (F1ye, 
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Anatomy qtd. in Thompson 50). With the ousting of Blanche as phannakos or 

scapegoat, however, neither the birth of a new society nor the refonn of the old 

one concludes the plot, Thompson says. Rather, the original society embodied by 

Stanley and Stella is reestablished (50). Thompson goes on to say that at the end 

of the play, Stella's ''comic" acceptance of life or embrace of reality is 

accompanied by her ·'luxurious sobbing"~ and the birth of her son, the miracle of 

new life, also ensures that Stanley's brutish nature will prevail (51 ). With the 

expulsion of Blanche--the end of illusion--the play's romance, myth, and tragedy 

are all rendered ironic, succumbing to a comic mode whose philosophy inheres in 

the pragmatic advice with which Eunice attempts to console Stella, a philosophy 

which posits as its basic tenets the acceptance of existential givens and the 

necessity of survival: "Life has got to go on. No matter what happens, you've got 

to keep on going" (Williams, Streetcar 406) . 

As further support that A Streetcar Named Desire is a comedy, it is helpful 

to look also at the concept of the intruder-plot play . When Girdler B. Fitch writes 

of Emile Augier and the intrusion-plot play in 1948, he is unknowingly describing 

the type of plot that was coincidentally to be used in A Streetcar Named Desire 

that same year. Fitch states that the basic action of a typical Augier play [ with 

Streetcar applications] is as follows: ''Into a group [Stanley and Stella Kowalski] 

there comes an intruder [Blanche DuBois] whose presence is resisted by one or 
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more persons [Stanley and later Stella and Mitch] and accepted by one or more 

[Stella and Mitch, early on], with resulting conflict, until someone 's eyes are 

opened to the hue situation, to the danger, or to a possible solution" (Fitch 275). 

Fitch remarks that there are different outcomes in an intruder-plot play, but the 

most frequent is the elimination of the intruder, the ending of Streetcar. Fitch says 

that usually at least one person is aware of the intrusion from the beginning and 

that at least one other person fails or refuses to see its nature and implications, the 

case in the situation of Stanley and Stella. Stanley sees early in Blanche's visit 

that she is challenging his authority with his wife and literally taking over his 

household. Stella, however, seems unaware of Blanche ' s motives and situation 

and accepts her explanation that she will stay only for a short time. The essential 

plot movement in the intruder plot, according to Fitch, results from the power 

balance that shifts when someone becomes aware of the intrusion, changes 

attitude, and desires expulsion . The expulsion then becomes the logical outcome, 

though sometimes there may be a solution through reconciliation or compromise, 

an outcome which does not happen in Streetcar (275- 76) . Describing the intruder

plot play in other te1ms, Fitch relates that an Augier play is the story of a strongly 

unified group which is entered by someone who does not really belong. Someone 

in the group realizes the danger. Someone in a key position does not realize it or 

has some interest in pennitting the situation to continue, but at last a realization 
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comes. A decision results, usually preceded by a silence that marks it as difficult. 

Finally the intruder agrees to accept in part the standards of the group, or more 

often, depaits to his fo1mer life, a new life, a maITiage, solitude, or, as in Streetcar, 

to an insane asylum. There is considerable variety in an intruder-plot play, but the 

essential problem of the play remains the same: that of dealing with a person who 

has come where he does not belong (279). Once the intruder is removed, the 

original group resumes life as before, resulting in a happy ending, just the way a 

true comedy should end. 

Many critics of Streetcar, although not necessarily focusing on the intruder 

plot per se, have upheld the theory. The critics to be discussed include Randolph 

Goodman, Nancy M. Tischler, Benjamin Nelson, Richard Law, John Gassner, P. 

P. Shanna, Leonard Quirino, Kathleen Hulley, Thomas Adler, Qingxing Wang, 

Be11 Cardullo, and Laurilyn J. HaITis. These critics wrote between 1961 and 1993. 

In his book Drama on StaKe ( 1961 ), Randolph Goodman comments that 

American audiences have difficulty finding compassion for a person like Blanche 

perhaps because of their Puritan background; but audiences have no trouble in 

understanding Stanley's point of view. Goodman says that Stanley's complaint 

seems quite legitimate; his apattrnent is very small, and his sister-in-law is a 

nuisance and a troublemaker, so he cannot be blamed for wanting to get her out. 

Goodman believes that it is a mistake to think that Stanley is solely responsible for 
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Blanche's insanity. At her first entrance she shows unmistakable signs of mental 

instability. When Blanche initates or baits him, Stanley naturally strikes back in 

self-defense; he is unnecessarily cruel, but the extent of his brutality is the measure 

of his insecurity and ignorance (305). What Goodman is describing is an intruder, 

and Stanley's actions fall right in line with the motif of this genre, that of ousting 

the intruder. 

Nancy Tischler, in her book J'ennessee Wil I lams: N.ehe/ lw11s I >11ritan 

( 1961 ), states that in frightening flight from the mounting honors of her existence, 

Blanche seeks a haven with her sister, Stella. But the tension she brings with her 

soon destroys the peace she has expected to find there. Reacting to what has been 

described by Blanche as Stanley's brutality and subhumanity, she obliges Stella to 

acknowledge Stanley's crudeness~ and in the resumed relationship between sisters, 

Stanley's dominance is threatened. In the ensuing struggle between Stanley and 

Blanche for Stella, a classic conflict between alazon and eiron, Blanche is the 

doomed loser ( 136). Again, although not using the specific terminology of the 

intruder motif, Tischler is saying nevertheless that in Streetcar the intruder must 

be ejected. This ejection naturally lends itself to a happy resolution, and 

Tischler' s definitions of both Blanche and Stanley fit the description of the alazon 

and eiron characters of comedy. 

Benjamin Nelson, in his book J'ennessee Williams : The Man and His Work 
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(1961), says that Elia Kazan describes Stella ' s attitude toward the intrusive 

Blanche as follows: "She is buried alive in her flesh . She ' s half asleep'' (Kazan, 

"Notebook" 304 qtd. in Nelson 14 7). Nelson says that the sudden presence of 

Blanche disturbs this sleep. Loving Blanche, Stella also hates her, and, pitying 

her, she simultaneously fears her ( 14 7). She hopes that Mitch will take her not 

only for Blanche's sake but for her own. Nelson suggests that Stella wants to be 

rid of Blanche, whose very presence challenges her existence with Stanley. Stella 

has rejected but not forgotten her traditions, and now she sees Blanche as the 

symbol of these traditions. Blanche reminds Stella of what they both might have 

been under different circumstances. She reminds her of the need for tenderness 

and gentility and other aspects of life which have become foreign in her 

relationship with Stanley. Since Stella knows Blanche cannot achieve the ideal 

life she dreams of, she pities Blanche; but since she pities herself more, she also 

wants done with Blanche. Blanche ' s superior and patronizing attitude also 

alienates Stella. Blanche makes her the younger sister; Stanley has made her the 

woman. Nelson points out that at the conclusion of the play Stella chooses to 

remain the woman--even at the price--and she rejects Blanche and Blanche's sto1y 

( 148). Nelson in his discussion thus focuses on Stella as well as Stanley. He 

specifically focuses on Stella's relationship with Blanche and explains why Stella 

wants to oust Blanche from the once happy home. The situation described by 
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Nelson is an example of an intruder-plot situation. 

Richard Law, in his ai1icle "A Streetcar Named Desire as Melodrama" 

( 1964 ), says that in view of the defense of Stanley, the play deserves a re

examination that can reveal its positive theme. Law says that Blanche represents 

sickness, unwholesomeness, deceit, confusion, disorder, or, in our te1minology of 

Northrop Ftye, the alazon . Stanley represents health, strength, honesty, direction, 

and order. He says that Stanley's violent outbursts, such as his tossing the radio 

out the window in Scene Three and his hurling dishes upon the floor in Scene 

Seven, reflect the deterioration of the cooperative material relationship between 

Stanley and Stella. These incidents show, according to Law, that Blanche causes 

disorder where order had been; Stanley and Stella were well-adjusted to reality. 

This conflict with Blanche and the characteristics given to Stanley by Law confitm 

his identity as the eiron. The maITiage of Stella and Stanley, although not one that 

appeals to most people, was stable and happy, and, in the given environment, even 

extraordina1y, according to Law. Its virtues--mutual contentment and order--are 

upset by the intruder. Law remarks that order is restored after Blanche is removed 

through the only possible way as Williams develops the action . Order is 

celebrated in the final scene as Stella, holding the newborn child brought home to 

its father, joins Stanley in a voluptuous soothing closeness, described by Williams 

in this way: "'There is something luxurious in Stella's complete sunender to c1ying 
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now that her sister is gone" (Williams, Streetcar 419) . This celebration in the final 

moments of the play, which shows the reuniting of Stanley and Stella as well as 

the introduction of baby boy Kowalski , is consistent with the fonn of comedy, 

which celebrates the continuation of life. 

John Gassner, in his article ''A Streetcar Named Desire: A Study in 

Ambiguity" ( 1965), sets fo11h the characteristics that are indicative of the intrnder

plot play, although he does not use the label '' intruder plot. '' The intruder comes 

into the home, the intruder is recognized, the intruder is ejected. Gassner says that 

reality is encountered meaningfully when it becomes plain that Blanche comes to 

the only haven available to her and that she comes as an intruder. Unfo11unately, 

she must tum safety into hell, given the necessities of her character. Also, those 

who can provide the haven must either eject her from it or turn it into hell for her. 

Gassner says that Stanley is over-abundant in animal health and devoid of tender

mindedness and must try to eject her. Failing to eject her, he must quarantine her 

psychologically by proving her to have been a harlot because she has brought 

unease, if not indeed disease, into his home . Gassner says that Stella must eject 

her as an insane accuser of Stanley after the latter has violated Blanche. 

Othe1wise, Stella could not remain with Stanley, to whom she is bound by 

sexuality, love, and economic convenience, especially now that she has borne a 

child (376). 
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P. P. Sha1ma, in the article ''The Predicament of the 'Outsiders' in 

Tennessee Williams' Plays" ( 1975), also assesses Streetcar in a manner suggestive 

of the intrnder motif. He says that such characters as Blanche who fail to achieve 

an adjustment with the world, who do not feel at home, and who are sometimes 

afflicted with a sense of their personal inadequacy can be cal led ''outsiders" ( 69). 

One common characteristic of these outsiders, according to Sharma, is their 

reluctance to face up to the facts of life. Most of them are inclined to sustain 

themselves by illusions (70). Sharma says that facts of life and experience are too 

much for these outsiders~ being sensitive, they make good their escape from those 

issues, often at a tremendous cost to themselves . Actually, they are not only 

ineffectual in coping with the external pressures: their grip on themselves is also 

tenuous and precarious. In Williams 's plays. Sharma says, the outsiders are seen 

struggling in two different kinds of prisons: the one is of their own making, and 

the other is created by social forces or by those who represent them (70-71 ). 

Leonard Quirino, in his article ·'The Cards Indicate a Voyage on A 

Streetcar Named Desire" ( 1977), also approaches Streetcar in te1ms suggestive of 

the intruder motif He says that Blanche's two destroyers, desire and Stanley, are 

made to hover like fateful accomplices over her as she implores Stella to join with 

her in battle against them. That Stanley is placed in the strategically superior 

position of the unobserved viewer of the crucial dialogue between Stella and 
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Blanche in Scene Four forecasts his eventual triumph over Blanche: the triumph of 

the eiron over the alazon. To emphasize the inefficacy of Blanche's appeal and 

struggle against her fate, Williams ends Scene Four with Stella's embracing 

Stanley "fiercely" --joining the -~brutes"--as Stanley grins at Blanche in victory. 

From that point on, Stanley begins to gain the upper hand in the struggle with 

Blanche (85). Quirino says that though the intrusion of Blanche into his world 

rattles Stanley and threatens to undermine the self-confidence that sustains his 

power, as is the common practice for the alazon, he systematically allays his own 

fears at the expense of aggravating Blanche's. Though he loses at the poker game 

played in Scene Three, he wins in the last scene of the play (88). The intruder, 

Blanche, is removed. 

Kathleen Hulley, in ''The Fate of the Symbolic in A Streetcar Named 

Desire" ( 1982), calls Blanche an intruder in a functioning community. Although 

Hulley's ai1icle is not specifically about the intruder-plot play, she clearly defines 

Blanche DuBois as an intruder~ and the characteristics described by Hulley are all 

indicative of the intruder plot. It is not Blanche's aITival per se but the disjunction 

we are made to perceive between Blanche and the setting that unleashes the chain 

of action and sets the streetcar named Desire on its wild course. Hulley says that 

Blanche is clearly disruptive because no matter what she is, fake or genuine, 

whore or Puritan, even insane or sane, she multiplies desire. According to Hulley, 
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Blanche wants too much: too many men, too much money, youth, purity, love, and 

a home ( 116). In multiplying desire in others, Blanche makes Stella dissatisfied 

with Stanley for the first time, offers Mitch an escape from his sick mother, and 

fli11s with Stanley. Unable to control hersel( Blanche creates havoc with the 

people around her, people who were in control before her intrusion. Blanche 

walks into Stanley and Stella's world and starts reatTanging not only their furniture 

and belongings but their feelings as well ( 117). 

Thomas Adler, in his monograph "A Streetcar Named Desire": Jhe Moth 

and the l,antern ( 1990), says that when Blanche comes as an outsider to Stella and 

Stanley's home and ''community,'' Blanche is so frightened of rejection and 

desperately unsure of herself that she inadvertently makes herself generally 

unwelcome, acting almost rudely to Eunice and being condescending to and 

demanding of Stella (20). This mention of the ''community" is important in 

placing the play into the New Comedy genre because community is an integral 

element in comedy. Initially after her arrival Blanche is anxious to make herself a 

pa11 of that "community," and by Scene Two Blanche has reached an 

understanding with Stella that makes it appear as though the sisterly bond might be 

reestablished. However, Adler says, fear of losing his place were this 

reconciliation to occur now makes Stanley feel like an outsider and puts him on 

the defensive (20). Stanley can look upon Blanche's arrival as an invasion and 
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threat to the absolute control he exercises over his teITitory (51 ). Adler fu11her 

says that in the end Blanche is finally "'disposed of," expelled from the world she 

has entered with such fragile hope at the beginning (36). 

Qingxing Wang, in his disse11ation entitled "Who Troubled the Waters: A 

Study of the Motif of Intrusion in Five Modem Dramatists--John Millington 

Synge, Eugene O'Neill, Edward Albee, Tennessee Williams, and Harold Pinter" 

( 1991 ), states that Blanche DuBois is an intruder who stumbles into the domain of 

her brother-in-law, Stanley Kowalski, and turns out to be the victim of her own 

intrusive visit ( 14 7). Wang goes on to say that Blanche is too fragile an agent for 

the impractical mission she assigns herself. Her victimization creates one of the 

most tragic failures of an intruder in modern drama and attracts profound 

sympathy concerning her destruction and fwther, with a twist of this type of plot, 

makes the play all the more difficult to understand ( 14 7). The focus of the 

audience is thus temporarily shifted from Blanche as an intruder. All the while, it 

is Blanche's desire to shake off the uncertainty that drives her to intrude upon her 

brother-in-law ( 149). Wang says that Wi I Iiams successfully focuses on the motif 

of intrusion by stressing the tumultuous happenings so that opposing visions and 

values of life can have full exposition through their confrontations ( 150). The play 

thematically avoids the conventional triangular relationship caused by sexual 

intmsion, of which Blanche seems to be a typical example ( 15 I). Wang says that 
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Williams keeps the intruder and the intruded upon at constant war with each other, 

a situation which is a classic example of the conflict between the comic alazon and 

eiron. But by nature, the opponents are increasingly and obviously at two 

extremes. In this way, Wang suggests, the playwright accumulates multiplying 

potentialities for the eventual collision between the intruder and the intruded upon, 

which causes the destruction of Blanche ( 157). Thus, the eiron, Stanley, conquers 

the alazon, Blanche. According to Wang, the focus of Streetcar is on the 

characterization of the female intruder who struggles desperately to survive in the 

present ( 161 ). 

In his a11icle '"Bi11h and Death in A Streetcar Named Desire'' ( 1993 ), Be11 

Cardullo says that Stanley is no phallic brute intent on subjugating the opposite 

sex, no mere violent defender of the patriarchal social order, despite asse11ions to 

the contrary by critics such as Anca Vlasopolos and Pamela Anne Hanks. Before 

Blanche's aITival, Stanley and Stella enjoy, through compromise, an intimate, 

happy maniage~ and in their unity they have achieved a degree of civility, of 

humanity, unequaled by the DuBoises of Belle Reve. Stanley also enjoys the best 

of friendships with Mitch, who in some ways is as sensitive and in need of 

understanding as Blanche ( 167-68). Cardullo asse11s that Alan Ehrlich, in "A 

Streetcar Named Desire Under the Elms: A Study of Dramatic Space in A 

Streetcar Named J)esire and J)esire Under the /:'/ms," points out that 
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precisely after Blanche is escorted out by the doctor, the baby appears (Ehrlich 

136 qtd. in Cardullo 179). The household was too crowded for a sister-in-law 

because she is an outsider to the established order, the maITiage~ but for a son there 

is plenty of room ( 179). Blanche has overstayed her welcome, but baby Kowalski 

is accepted with open anns : ''Eunice descends to Stella and places the child in her 

aims ... Stella accepts the child . . . " (Streetcar 418) . The displacement is 

successful; the family is unified once more. Williams has found the perfect 

gesture to reinforce the dramatic space and environment he created, Cardullo says. 

The established environment the happy marriage, could not be shaken by a sister

in-law; only a chi Id could be incorporated into it ( 179 ). This environment, the 

united couple with their newborn child, is a prototype of the classic comic ending. 

Laurilyn J. HaITis says, in her article ''Perceptual Conflict and the 

Perversion of Creativity in A Streetcar Named Desire" ( 1993 ), that Blanche's 

reality is saving her sister from an abusive marriage to a subhuman brute . 

Stanley's reality is ridding his apartment of an unwelcome intruder bent on 

disrupting not only his home but also his relationship to a woman he genuinely 

loves (85). Thus we understand that not only is Blanche an example of an 

intruder but she also fits almost exactly the definition of the alazon in the comic 
' 

pattern established earlier in this dissertation. Blanche represents a threat to 

Stanley, to his maniage, to his very way of life, and this situation creates a conflict 
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which is typical of the alazon/eiron relationship in comedy. Stanley sees Blanche 

as a "thief in his household'' whose main mission is to steal Stella's affection and 

tum her against him (94 ). ln Stanley's eyes, Stella belongs to him; she is his 

"'woman" (94 ). Stanley loves Stella, and Blanche's campaign to degrade him in 

Stella's eyes is intolerable (94). According to HaITis, Stanley's only choice in the 

matter is to oust the intrusive sister-in-law before she completely wrecks his 

maniage and his life, such removal complying with the definition of the intruder 

plot (95) 
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CHAPTER SIX 

RHETORICAL ANALYSIS OF STRl:ETCAR AS GENERIC NEW COMEDY 

Now that the appropriate generic te1minology has been defined and relevant 

scholarship has been reviewed, the next step is to analyze Streetcar itself to see if 

it does indeed fit the genre of New Comedy by being a comedic intrnder-plot play. 

This analysis will be done systematically by looking at the characters, dialogue, 

plot, and symbolism of the play and then comparing these elements with those of 

New Comedy. One impo11ant element of comedy is that it always has a happy 

ending. However, the complete definition of the New Comedy genre is complex. 

All comedy typically begins with an intetTuption or disturbance of the 

status quo of the characters at the beginning of the work and ends with some 

establishment or restoration of order. Comedy usually deals with characters in 

their human state who are generally restrained and often made to look ridiculous 

by their limitations, faults, and/or animal nature. A comedy may use wit and 

humor to evoke smiles or laughter, but this wit and humor are pa11 of the effect of 

comedy, not its genre characteristics. Comic effect may arise from an 

acknowledgment of some incongruity of speech, action, or character, as is the case 

in Streetcar. However, this incongruity is effect, not fonn. An analysis will show 

that although Tem1essee Williams uses wit and humor throughout the play, the 
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play is a traditional New Comedy because the basic elements of the play align 

with ce11ain patterns and are futiher supported by characteristics of the intrnder 

plot. 

The humor used in Streetcar is subtle and is often juxtaposed with serious 

drama but comes across clearly just the same. The humorous dialogue woven 

through the play lightens the tone and prepares the reader for the ending where, 

although there are some serious, dark moments, Stella and Stanley are together 

with their new baby and the intruding sister-in-law is being taken away . Although 

the use of humor does not make a play a comedy, the humor adds depth to the 

comic plot. Williams uses humor in all of the characters at times and advances the 

concept of humor in the beginning pages of Scene One. After Stanley tosses a 

package of bloody meat up to Stella on the stairs. Eunice and a Negro woman have 

a laugh. The Negro woman says: ·'What was the package he th 'ew at'er? ,'' and 

Williams adds a descriptive stage direction: ''She rises from steps, laughing 

louder" (Williams, Streetcar 245). The women are enjoying the humor of this 

situation as Blanche DuBois makes her entrance around the side of the building 

(245) . The loud, cmde humor of the French Quarter community and the fragile, 

moth-like appearance of the intruder Blanche DuBois are quite a contrast. This 

contrasting picture focuses attention on Blanche, and the audience's first 

introduction to the alazon is a foreshadowing of what is to come. When Stella 1s 
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first reunited with her sister, they talk for a few minutes, or at least Blanche talks. 

Again, this view into the sibling relationship gives a glimpse into the domineering 

personality of the older sister, Blanche. However, Williams goes on in a 

humorous vein to give an insight into what really motivates Blanche. Before 

much time goes by in the sisters' conversation, Blanche says: '"Well, now you talk. 

Open your pretty mouth and talk while I look around for some liquor! I know you 

must have some liquor on the place! Where could it be, I wonder? Oh, I spy, I 

spy!" (251). This comment is child-like and suggests Blanche's mental state. 

Again, Williams uses this scene to emphasize the extent of Blanche's duplicity. 

Later in the same scene when Stanley is having his first conversation with his 

sister-in-law, the conversation again turns to liquor. Blanche comments, obviously 

falsely, that she never touches it, and Stanley comes back with: ''Some people 

rarely touch it, but it touches them often'' (266) . Although this comment is made 

with levity, in Blanche's situation, as will soon come to light, it is prophetic. 

Williams continues the use of humor in Scene Two as the working class 

Stanley takes invent01y of Blanche and her belongings. Stanley is speaking to 

Stella about what he has found in Blanche's trunk. With Stanley's comments, 

Williams shows the audience that Stanley does not have the grammatical polish of 

the DuBois sisters when he makes comments such as ·'Look at these feathers and 

furs that she come here to preen herself in!'' and "What is these here?" when 
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looking at what seems to him to be genuine fox furs. Stanley is quite mystified by 

all of Blanche's "fine" furs and jewels and plans to have his ·'acquaintance'' 

appraise the pieces, which he feels surely are wo11h thousands of dollars . Not only 

can Stanley not tell a diamond from a rhinestone, but also he has apparently never 

even heard of rhinestones. However, Stanley has naive ignorance as opposed to 

the pretension and fakery of Blanche. The rhinestones and fake furs symbolize 

her false pretensions. 

In Scene Five Williams presents the business that burlesques the action of 

Stanley and Stella in the antics of Steve and Eunice HubbelL who are buffoons in 

the play when they relate to each other as a couple . They have a fight and conduct 

a "cat-and-mouse" scenario before they return ann in aim, united again. Williams 

goes to some length to describe the comic behavior of these two characters. The 

loud voices are heard in the Kowalski flat below. A slamming door indicates 

Eunice's depai1ure. Steve appears in a few minutes, pretending to be bold and 

brave, looking for Eunice. The indication is that he is going to demonstrate his 

dominance. However, Williams gives a glimpse of the buffoon Steve looking 

carefully to make sure that Eunice is out of sight before he swaggers off after her. 

When Blanche sets foot into Elysian Fields, the audience immediately 

perceives her as an intruder by her appearance, which will be described later. 

Blanche comes as an outsider into the world of Stanley and Stella. She is 
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frightened of rejection and is so unsure of herself that she almost immediately 

makes herself unwelcome by being rude to Eunice and by being condescending to 

and demanding of Stella. An example of this behavior occurs when Blanche sees 

the Kowalski apartment. She is shocked at its size, only two rooms plus a bath. In 

discussing her visit, she tells Stella: "Well--anyhow--1 brought nice clothes and I'll 

wear them. I guess you 're hoping l 'll say l 'll put up at a hotel, but I'm not going 

to put up at a hotel. I want to be near you, got to be with somebody, I can't be 

alone! Because--as you must have noticed--I'm--no/ very lt'e//. . . . " (257). This 

statement is a lie. Blanche cannot afford to stay in any hotel ~ she is penniless. 

These comments give a careful preview of what is to come later. When Stanley 

comes home and finds Blanche in the apa1tment, he asks her if she is going to 

"shack up hereT Blanche replies: ''I thought I would if it's not inconvenient for 

you all" (26 7). 

Of course, her intrusion is an imposition, but Blanche blunders on. 

Although she tells Stella that she is not well and must be near her, in Scene Three 

she gives Mitch a totally twisted explanation. When he mentions that her visit to 

Stella and Stanley is a fo1tunate one, she replies: ''Stella hasn't been so well lately, 

and I came down to help her for a while. She's very run down'' (300). Once 

again, Blanche is shown to be a liar. As the audience scrutinizes Blanche, t1ying 

to decipher her motives, Stella is also curious about Blanche. 
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From the time of her aITival it seems that Blanche has taken over the lead 

from Stella. Stella falls back into the old familiar role of younger sister waiting on 

the older. Blanche is an obvious intruder, coming into her sister's apaitment, 

nying to take over. Stella, however, is hospitable; she tries to make Blanche feel 

comfortable . At this point, Blanche loses some of her composure and again lies to 

Stella about her intent at the same time that she acknowledges her intrusion and 

unwittingly predicts her ouster: "I won't stay long! I won't, I promise ... I won't, 

I promise I 'II go! Go soon! I will really1 I won 't hang around until he--throws me 

out" (333). This statement is an example of Blanche's manipulation of her sister 

and of situations in general. In these sisterly discussions, Blanche's role of 

intruder is clear. Williams 's use of the alazon character along with the intruder 

plot makes Blanche an interesting, yet somewhat confusing character. 

Blanche has been described by Williams as being moth-like. In his stage 

notes describing the first introduction of Blanche, he says: '"There is something 

about her uncertain manner, as well as her white clothes, that suggests a moth" 

(245). She is also the chameleon. Her reactions and comments change according 

to the person or persons with whom she is conversing. Later the same night after 

her emotional outburst to Stella, Blanche lies to Mitch about why she has come to 

New Orleans. In the beginning of his relationship with Blanche, Mitch is in the 

dark about her true nature . He does not experience her hysterics and does not 
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know the st01y of her reputation in Laurel. Mitch does not see Blanche as an 

intruder until he is enlightened by Stanley, the clever eiron, who has been on 

Blanche's trail from the beginning. Once Stanley has all of the facts about 

Blanche's situation, he sets out systematically to have her removed from the 

apartment and shipped back to Laurel. Stanley lays out the situation to Stella, 

explaining exactly why Blanche has been in New Orleans all summer: 

ST AN LEY: .. . And for the last year or two she has been washed up 

like poison. That's why she's here this summer, visiting royally, 

putting on all this act--because she's practically told by the mayor to 

get out of town 1 Yes, did you know there was an army camp near 

Laurel and your sister ' s was one of the places called ''Out-of-Bounds?'' 

(361) 

Stanley goes on to explain that he has purchased a bus ticket to take 

Blanche back to Laurel. He also reminds Stella that things will be back to nonnal 

as soon as Blanche leaves. This prediction is the restoration of the comic order: 

STANLEY: 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 
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get the colored lights going with nobody's sister behind the cwtains 

to hear us! (373) 

Stanley sets the stage for Blanche's removal at the bi11hday dinner for Blanche, a 

celebration that does not happen. The attendees were originally to be a foursome 

with Mitch at the table. However, after Stanley shares the truth with Mitch about 

Blanche, the latter is conspicuously absent~ and his expected marriage proposal, a 

New Comedy motif that would be proper if Blanche were the focus of this play, 

also does not take place. At this dinner Stanley hands Blanche an envelope : 

BLANCHE: What is it? Is it for me? 

STANLEY: Yes, I hope you like it~ 

BLANCHE: Why, why- Why it 's a--

STANLEY : Ticket~ Back to Laurel~ On the Greyhound~ Tuesday! (376) 

Stanley's directness and spare diction contrasts with Blanche's affected verbiage. 

He presents his plan to eject the intruder from the apa11ment and to resume his life 

with his wife. Stanley realizes that Stella comes from a world with ·'colum11s'' but 

reminds her that they were happy together before Blanche's intrusion (377-78). 

When Stanley takes Stella to the hospital to have her baby, Blanche again 

meets with Mitch and falsely gives reasons for her visit to the Kowalskis . She tells 

him too late what may be the truth. Because of her lying and whoring, Mitch does 

not want a relationship with her. Blanche has intruded upon Mitch 's life as an 
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impostor, being just as deceitful with him as with Stanley and Stella. 

Scene Ten depicts the final confrontation between alazon and eiron. This 

scene prepares for the final resolution and celebration of the comic ending. The 

eiron defeats the alazon: Stanley overpowers Blanche. Blanche begins another 

stage of her retreat from reality. The intruder is ejected: the doctor comes for 

Blanche, and she depai1s with the now famous words : ''Whoever you are--1 have 

always depended on the kindness of strangers" ( 4 18 ). Once the intruder has 

departed, there is a reconciliation of the community. Stanley and Stella are not at 

odds with each other over the decision to send Blanche to an institution. In 

keeping with New Comedy fom1, this unity underlies their attempt to continue 

their maITiage. The last embrace of the play suggests that they will stay together 

and that they will survive as a family . 

When we first consider the characters of A Streetcar Named Desire, they 

generally come to mind in a specific order: Blanche, Stanley, and Stella. Because 

critics often place the main focus on Blanche as if the play were hers, she usually 

comes to mind first. Although critics are wrong in the assumption of Blanche as 

most imp01iant because she is the tragic figure, Blanche will be discussed first in 

keeping with critical tradition. 

In this examination of her character Blanche is shown to fill two impo11ant 

roles in the play, alazon and intruder. She has no home . She has lost Belle Reve 
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and has been going from one tempora1y dwelling to another after leaving Belle 

Reve, from the Tarantula Anns to the Kowalski flat in New Orleans. The initial 

question asked by Eunice at Blanche's aITival is more significant than may at first 

be apparent: "'What's the matter, honey? Are you lost?" (246). 

Blanche walks into the world of Stanley and Stella Kowalski and begins 

immediately to reaITange the apartment and their lives. She inse1ts herself into the 

community in and around the Kowalski apartment~ and, further, she is not what 

she appears to be: a soft-spoken, gentle, Southern lady. She is an imposter and fits 

the definition of alazon: an impostor, someone who pretends or tries to be 

something more than he is, any pretentious character who is held up to ridicule. In 

his stage note, Williams says: "'Her appearance is incongruous to this setting. She 

is daintily dressed in a white suit with a fluffy bodice, necklace and eaITings of 

pearl, white gloves and hat, looking as if she were arriving at a summer tea or 

cocktail party in the garden district" (245 ). 

Blanche comes complete with a trunk full of costumes to help her create her 

own varied pa1ts, fwther tying her into the role of the alazon/i mpostor. She 

assigns roles to Stanley, Stella, and Mitch also in her intrusive attempt to control 

them. In Blanche's mind, Stella should be the disappointed wife. Blanche points 

out the inferiority of Stella's husband and marital situation and goes to great 

lengths to convince Stella of the gravity of the situation. 
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In the first scene in a conversation between Blanche and Stella after a long 

separation, Blanche confronts Ste Ila about the latter's situation : '' . . . You sit 

down, now, and explain this place to me! What are you doing in a place like this?" 

(252). Blanche goes on to say that the apa1tment and suIToundings could be from 

a work by Edgar Allan Poe and wants to know why Stella "had to live in these 

conditions" (252) . From her criticism of the apartment Blanche turns to Stella 

herself: " . . . You messy child, you, you 've spilt something on that 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?" (255 ). 

Later Blanche tries to convince Stella that she (Blanche) is not feeling 

superior in her attitude toward Stanley. She says: ''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?" (321 ). Blanche, as the alazon, or impostor, as explained above, 

pretends or tries to be something more than she is; she pretends to be a Southern 

lady with only the best intentions . In that capacity she attempts to convince Stella 

that Stanley is far beneath the dignity of the DuBois sisters . Blanche calls Stanley 

"common" and suggests to Stella that he is not a gentleman (322). In fact, Blanche 

tells Stella that there is something ·'downright bestial" about Stanley (322) . 

Once Blanche gets started in her harangue about Stanley, she cannot be 

stopped. Although Stella hardly encourages her, Blanche is totally oblivious to 
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what her sister may feel or think. Blanche continues comparing Stanley with an 

animal, suggesting that there is something sub-human, something ape-like about 

him. She rambles on, saying that Stanley is a survivor of the Stone Age and 

compares Stanley and his poker-playing buddies to animals who are ·'grunting and 

swilling and gnawing and hulking'' (323 ). In her diatribe Blanche suggests that 

Stanley is blind to the fact that such things as art and music have come into the 

world. It is also apparent that Blanche, in a crucial speech overheard by Stanley, 

considers herself to be above the animal-like Stanley Kowalski and fears that her 

sister is being won over to his way of thinking. She ends the discussion with: 

"Don 't--don 't hang hack with the brutes!" (323 ). 

In this speech, Blanche sets herself above those around her, describes the 

role that she has created for Stanley Kowalski , and berates her sister for loving an 

animal. This early view into the character of Blanche prepares the audience for 

her conflict with Stanley that must naturally arise from her condescending attitude 

towards him. This antagonism is in keeping with the conflict described earlier 

between alazon and eiron. 

Blanche DuBois, the mysterious woman that stepped off the streetcar 

named "Desire," depicts herself as a dutiful child who stayed with her aging 

parents long past the ·'proper" manying age and then stayed on t1ying to save the 

family home while Stella left Belle Reve to find her place in the world. When 
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asked about the nature of Blanche, Williams said that Blanche did not know her 

true nature: "She says, 'I don't tell the truth, I tell what ought to be the truth.' She 

lives in a fai1yland. That's why she goes mad. There is no sure refuge in a 

fairyland. Not for long, in any case . In her heart, she is pure. Sensual, but pure" 

(Williams, "Interview" Conversations Fayard 211 ). Although it is true that 

Blanche probably does not know her true nature, she is not pure at all. Williams 

made this statement in 1971 , some twenty-two years after the play was staged. 

Perhaps in the years since its first staging, the character of Blanche became 

"fairylike" to the author. It is true, however, that Blanche tries to make a 

comfo11able place in the world for herself by creating a ·'fairyland" of the 

Kowalski apai1ment. In her initial meeting with her sister, Blanche gives her 

secret away during their first conversation, the fact that she is not being fo1thright: 

"Now, then, let me look at you. But don't you look at me, Stella, no, no, no, not 

till later, not till I've bathed and rested! And tum that over-light off! Tum that 

off! I won't be looked at in this merciless glare" (25 I). Blanche has also been 

drinking the Kowalski liquor and lies about doing so as well. There are various 

indications throughout the play that Blanche may well be an alcoholic. Although 

not stated either in the play or by Williams in any of his comments about the play, 

Blanche's alcoholism is a plausible supposition. 

Once Blanche is in New Orleans, she takes over the Kowalski apa1tment 
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and makes changes. By Scene Two she has requisitioned the bathroom, she takes 

over Stella's dressing table with the mirror, and the marital bedroom becomes her 

dressing room. Blanche asse11s to Stella sh011ly after her aITival that she has no 

money. The question arises whether or not she uses Kowalski funds for her 

purchases, a possibility that could justifiably augment Stanley's resentment. She 

puts a Chinese lantern over the naked light bulb and follows with a new bedspread 

and new upholste1y. Blanche takes the flat and feminizes it, all the time altering 

the space as she so cleverly tries to alter her age and the details of her past. 

Blanche even goes so far as to defend her right to idealize herself and the life she 

has created by saying : "I don't want realism . I want magic! .. . I don't tell the 

truth, I tell what ought to be truth. And if that is sinful, then let me be damned for 

it!" (385). By her own definition, Blanche is a deceiver, a phony, and an 

impostor; she is an alazon. Throughout the play, Blanche is described as ''frail ,'' 

"a moth," and by other such descriptors which define the fake Blanche, not the 

real one. However, from the second she steps off of the streetcar, clearly she is, 

among other things, an impostor. 

Blanche continues her role of impostor in her relationship with Mitch. In 

one of her first conversations with him she tells him that she has ''old fashioned 

ideals." However, Williams 's stage note tells another reality : ·'She rolls her eyes, 

knowing he cannot see her face'' (348). ln that same early discussion with Mitch, 
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Blanche foreshadows her conflict with the eiron, Stanley: ''He hates me. Or why 

would he insult me? The first time I laid eyes on him I thought to myself, that man 

is my executioner! That man will destroy me, unless--" (35 I). Ironically Blanche 

looks to Mitch, the buffoon, as her savior. However, she is careful that he see 

only her facade , not the real Blanche. She holds herself out as superior, not only 

to him but also to Stanley and Stella. To Mitch, Blanche speaks the following: 

BLANCHE: Take your foot off the bed. It has a light cover on it. Of 

course you boys don't notice things like that. l 've done so much with 

this place since l ' ve been here .. . You saw it before I came. Well , 

look at it now! This room is almost--dainty! I want to keep it that 

way . .. . (382) 

In this speech Blanche not only condescends to Mitch, but she also describes 

herself clearly as an intruder. She comes into the home, changes it and intends for 

her changes to be permanent. Early in the play Mitch responds favorably to the 

wiles of Blanche. However, after Stanley fills him in on the truth of Blanche's 

background, even Mitch is enlightened. In fact , he realizes that Blanche has kept 

him in the dark both figuratively and literally: 

MITCH: I don't think I ever see you in the light. That's a fact1 . .. 

Not Sunday afternoon . I' ve asked you to go out with me sometimes 

on Sundays but you always make an excuse. You never want to go 
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out till after six and then it's always some place that's not lighted 

much. (383-84) 

This comment by Mitch is significant. The time for Blanche is on Saturday night, 

a time of half-light, a time of fantasy and sexuality. Sunday is for the community, 

for families, and Blanche does not fit into that catego1y. Once Mitch 's eyes are 

opened, he lashes out at Blanche for all of her lies and artificiality: 

MITCH : I don ' t mind you being older than what I thought. But all 

the rest of it--Christ1 That pitch about your ideals being so old

fashioned and all the malarkey that you've dished out all summer. 

Oh, I knew you weren't sixteen any more. But l was fool enough 

to believe you was straight. (3 85) 

Mitch is the first person to reject Blanche as an impostor and intruder. He sees 

clearly how she has insinuated herself into the relationship between Stanley and 

Stella; he sees how she is an impostor in his own life, how she presents herself as 

a young, pure, Southern lady waiting to be rescued by a ''Rosenkavalier.', 

Scene Ten is the turning point for Blanche. This famous confrontation 

between Blanche and Stanley, the rape scene, is a last look at Blanche as alazon 

before she succumbs to the final attack of the eiron . In a last minute attempt to 

save herself Blanche recalls her former beau, Shep Huntleigh. The irony of this 
' 

recollection is that Blanche would also be an intruder into the probably maITied 
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life of Huntleigh. She mentions Huntleigh casually soon after her anival in New 

Orleans and becomes increasingly inventive about her relationship with him as 

time goes by. Just before her downfall, Blanche tries to explain her feelings about 

Huntleigh to Stanley. The light in which Blanche falsely presents herself as 

genteel in relation to Huntleigh contrasts sharply to the reality of her previous 

bigoted comments about Stanley's Polish heritage. Her comments emphasize her 

fantasy mental state: 

BLANCHE: It won't be the sort of thing you have in mind. This 

man is a gentleman and he respects me. [impro,,isingfeverishly] 

What he wants is my companionship . Having great wealth 

sometimes makes people loneli A cultivated woman, a woman 

of intelligence and breeding, can enrich a man's life--immeasurably! 

I have those things to offer, and this doesn 't take them away . 

Physical beauty is passing. A transitory possession. But beauty of 

the mind and richness of the spirit and tenderness of the hea11--and I 

have all of those things--aren ' t taken away, but grow1 Increase with 

the years! How strange that l should be called a destitute woman! When 

I have all of these treasures locked in my heai1. [A choked soh comes 

from her] I think of myself as a very, very rich woman~ But I have 

been foolish--casting my pearls before swine1 (396) 
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In Scene Ten Stanley carries Blanche's vulnerable figure into his bedroom, and as 

a result the eiron Stanley defeats the alazon-intruder Blanche. At the beginning of 

Scene Eleven the eiron def eats the alazon, and the intruder is about to be expelled. 

At the end of the play Stanley is hosting another poker game, indicating the 

restoration of order in his world, a New Comedy traditional ending~ and Blanche is 

preparing inationally to go away with Shep Huntleigh, the rich oilman of her 

longing and fantasy. 

Stanley Kowalski is not as often written about as Blanche because critics, 

as mentioned earlier, place their focus on Blanche. He is often considered to be 

stereotypical, but in actuality he is just as complex a character and as imp01tant in 

the play as Blanche. In a 1978 interview, Williams identified Blanche as an 

intrnder when he said of Stanley: "Stanley was pretty primitive and primordial in 

his instincts, but in many ways defensible . He was reacting with an animal's 

instinct to protect its own, its own terrain from invasion, by that element that he 

could not comprehend, which happened to be Blanche'' (Williams, ''Interview" 

Conversations Cecil Brown 266 ). In a stage direction, Williams describes Stanley 

as a man of medium height and strong build. He is portrayed as a man who exudes 

masculinity and finds great joy in women. Stanley enjoys a good time, rough 

humor, and food and drink . Williams suggests that a man like Stanley sizes 

women up with a glance (Williams, Streetcar 264-65) . Stanley represents 
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explosive sexuality and impulsive vitality . Thus, he is striving to retain the status 

quo of his maITiage with himself as ''cock-of-the-roost'' ( Roderick 96 ). Stanley 

most assuredly sees Blanche's aITival as an intrusion of his home and a threat to 

his control over his wife and even his way of life . The fundamentally honest 

Stanley is confused by the essentially duplicitous Blanche's cheap imitation furs 

and jewehy. When pushed further by Blanche ' s indictment of him as ··common" 

and "animal-like," Stanley challenges Blanche for the control she seeks to take 

from him (Williams, Streetcar 322-23 ). This challenge goes on over the period of 

time that Blanche stays in the apartment. Just as he had smashed all the light bulbs 

on his wedding night, he again becomes a smasher. From time to time he slams 

drawers . He throws a radio out of the window. He turns to Blanche and roughly 

examines her trunk, her clothes and jewelry, the love letters written years before 

by her dead husband, and finally the paper lantern . Blanche as alazon attempts to 

cover up, as with the paper lantern~ Stanley as eiron gets to the light of reality by 

smashing, tearing, and using whatever means necessary to find truth and express 

his feelings . The smashed wedding night bulbs of Stanley, who bypasses the light 

switch, celebrate the intimacy of darkness whereas the dimmed bulbs of Blanche 

correlate with her fear of the exposure of intimate scrutiny . 

When Blanche initially anives at the Kowalski apa11ment, Stanley assumes 

a wait-and-see attitude toward his sister-in-law. He accepts her at face value. 
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However, he is soon angered by Blanche ' s condemnation of his class and 

sensibility. He soon recognizes her as an impostor. Stanley uses two tactics: 

direct language and physical strength and, as eiron, a quiet, behind-the-scenes 

gathering of inf01mation about Blanche. His physical vigor opposes her physical, 

emotional, and mental frailty. Early on, Stanley does not react to Blanche's 

inaneness: 

BLANCHE: I was fishing for a compliment, Stanley. 

STANLEY : I don't go in for that stuff. (278) 

When Blanche walks in on Stanley's poker game, Stanley again fails to react : 

BLANCHE: Please don ' t get up. 

STANLEY: Nobody's going to get up, so don't be worried. (290) 

Stanley believes that Blanche's stay is temporary, and he at first does not 

recognize her destructiveness . However, Stanley goes from a tentative acceptance 

of Blanche in her first few days in New Orleans to the astute realization that she is 

a phony and an intruder. He manifests his concern first through sarcasm. When 

he finally fenets out the truth about Blanche, he comes home to present the truth 

to Stella. In keeping with the New Comedy definition of eiron, a character who 

makes himself succeed by withholding his strength until a crucial moment, Stanley 

in two ways fulfills this definition. First, Stanley checks with sources in Laurel , 

people who know Blanche, and finds out exactly what her secrets are but 
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withholds this infonnation until the night of her bi11hday party. Second, Stanley 

conceals the fact of his overhearing the crucial denigration about himself by 

Blanche to Stella in Scene Four. After he gathers the truth about her past and her 

vicious verbal attack on him, Stanley recognizes Blanche as an impostor and 

intruder, and he systematically sets out to tear down her pretensions in order to 

save his maniage. When Stella fails to follow his lead, Stanley moves to another 

plan. Stanley believes that Stella is siding with Blanche, and he reacts effectively. 

Stanley is frustrated that Stella cannot see through Blanche's lies, so he hurls 

dishes to the floor and proclaims himself the king of his home . Stanley later 

appeals to Stella as a husband and a lover. 

Before Stella goes to the hospital to have her baby, Stanley has already 

purchased a bus ticket to send Blanche back to Laurel. That is his initial plan to 

rid his household of Blanche, the intruder. Stella, however, seems skeptical that 

the bus ticket is the way to deal with Blanche. She is unwilling to cast Blanche 

out of the apa1tment because she knows that Blanche is penniless and is, after all, 

her sister. The discussion between Stanley and Stella on the subject of the bus 

ticket shows Stanley's resolve and Stella's misgivings: 

ST AN LEY: She's not stayi n' here after Tuesday. You know that, 

don't you? Just to make sure I bought her a ticket myself A bus 

ticket? [sic] 
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STELLA: In the first place, Blanche wouldn't go on a bus. 

STANLEY: She'll go on a bus and like it . 

STELLA: No, she won't, no, she won't, Stanley! 

STANLEY: She 'II go! Period. P.S. She'll go Tuesday. (367) 

After taking Stella to the hospital, there is no indication that Stanley returns home 

with the intention of raping Blanche. He even seems to be in a good mood in the 

expectation of the birth of his child . He offers a drink and even suggests that he 

and Blanche ''bury the hatchet'' and make the drink a ·' lovingcup" (395 ). This 

gesture is suggestive of the classic happy ending of a comedy. Since the attack of 

Blanche by Stanley takes place offstage, the details are left to the audience's 

imagination. It seems reasonable for the audience to assume that Stanley, pressed 

by Blanche's continuing to play the role of refined lady, now in a soiled white 

dress that harkens back to her white outfit of Scene One, taunting Stanley about 

his coarseness, is forcing himself on a notoriously promiscuous woman . It also 

seems reasonable that Stanley does not recognize Blanche's mental fragility . 

There is no evidence that he recognizes that the brazen, name-calling Blanche is 

actually mentally ill. Initially, Blanche, as alazon, seems to be sly and crafty but 

not crazy. What Stanley does recognize early on is that she is determined to 

control and tum eve1ything he values against him : his wife, his maITiage, and even 

his friend Mitch, whom Blanche tries to win over to her side by complaining to 
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him about Stanley. 

Stella is a non-pa11isan character, the focus of the conflict between the 

alazon and eiron. Stella shares Blanche's past and Stanley's present. Although 

she shared her childhood with Blanche, she chose to leave Belle Reve and make 

her own way in the world while Blanche remained behind. Stella and Stanley 

have a relatively happy maITiage, although ce11ainly not a perfect one. Stella 

briefly but insightfully describes her relationship with her husband to Blanche. 

She describes how she hates to be away from Stanley for even one night. This 

confession gives a clear insight into Stella ' s love for Stanley and her satisfaction 

with their maITiage and their life in New Orleans (259). Because Blanche has 

never experienced a meaningful relationship of her own, she is unable to 

understand what Stella means . Blanche has always been on the outside and is now 

in her role as intruder into the Kowalski apartment . In his notebook on Streetcar 

Elia Kazan says that Stella has a ··paradise," although a limited one, when Blanche 

re-enters her life (Kazan, ''Notebook'' 373). Though the Kowalski relationship can 

hardly be considered a paradise, Stella wisely seems to understand that happiness 

is a relative tenn and accepts her relationship \Vith Stanley in realistic terms. 

Stella never subscribed to the beautiful dream world that sti II consumes Blanche 

and would be the first to agree with Stanley, who says that ·'the Kowalskis and the 

DuBoises have different notions'' (275) . Stella may at times be offended by 
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Stanley's crude behavior, but she is willing to accept Stanley on his own tern1s in 

order to experience the pleasure and vitality that life with him offers . Pleasure and 

vitality are an integral part of the comic philosophy that is apparent throughout the 

play. 

The voluminous critical attention paid to A Streetcar Named /)esire 

demonstrates that Stella has been almost neglected. Nevertheless, Stella is of 

extreme impo11ance to this play. Williams creates a triangle in the sto1y with 

Stella at the top of the triangle: the conflict between the alazon and eiron with 

Stella in the middle . The thread of Stella's volatile relationship with Stanley runs 

tlu-ough the entire play, culminating in a final reconciliation and thus achieving a 

classic comedic ending. The ending also upholds the definition of the intruder

plot play : the intruder is thrust out, and the couple is reunited . Even so, Stella ' s 

relationship with Blanche is complex . When Blanche appears in New Orleans, 

Stella must take her in. Stella seems genuinely happy to see her sister. However, 

Blanche appears, calling Stella ··baby'' (251) and harshly criticizing Stella's 

apat1ment and situation in general (252). After only a few minutes into the initial 

conversation between Stella and Blanche, it is easy to understand why Stella was 

not sad to escape Belle Reve and settle nicely in New Orleans with her husband . 

Blanche is overbearing and critical of her sister, and it is clear that Blanche's 

behavior is a continuation from earlier days . Blanche represents Belle Reve and 
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the past. Stella deals with present reality in a healthy way. Rather than hold on to 

life as she once knew it at Belle Reve, Stella left to make her own way. Stella has 

accepted Stanley and New Orleans as her reality. When Blanche intrndes into her 

life, Stella has to deal with her in such a way as to continue her own self

preservation. One way Stella achieves balance in her life is by waiting on both 

Stanley and Blanche. She tries to make peace between the alazon and eiron . 

When her effo11s fail to work and Blanche tells the story of the attack by Stanley at 

the end of the play, Stella must refuse to accept the story in order to continue to 

preserve herself, her marriage, and now her family of three . 

A minor character but still very impo11ant, Mitch fulfills the requirements 

of a buffoon. He is a big, hulking s011 of a man. In the first note concerning 

Mitch on the night that he meets Blanche, Williams describes him as follows : "He 

crosses slowly back into the kitchen , glancing back at Blanche and coughing a 

little shyly. He realizes he still has the towel in his hands and with an embaITassed 

laugh hands· it to Stella. Blanche looks after him with a certain interest'' (291 ). 

Williams later describes Mitch's dancing with Blanche: ''Mitch is delighted and 

moves in awkward imitation like a dancing bear'' (302) . Mitch is presented 

throughout the entire play as a buffoon, a stock comic character. He is shy; he 

stammers; he acts like a little boy, and Williams makes it quite clear throughout 

the play that Mitch is what would be considered a "'mamma ' s boy.'' 
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Until Stanley enlightens Mitch about the true character of Blanche and he 

confronts her in his drunken state, their relationship is superficial with Mitch 

offering shallow, awkward dialogue. Once Mitch is enlightened, he drinks to 

numb his disappointment and to give him courage to confront and reject Blanche. 

Earlier he discusses such things as his finest Christmas present ever--a 

membership to the New Orleans Athletic Club~ he invites Blanche to punch him 

and then guess how much he weighs (346). Although Mitch is a minor character 

in the play, his presence as buffoon confinns and emphasizes the comedic 

characteristics of the play, and his rejection of Blanche foreshadows the final and 

significant rejection of Blanche by Stanley and Stella. 

Critics over the years have failed to realize the strength and power 

possessed by Blanche and have criticized the unequalness of the match between 

Stanley and Blanche, thus losing sight of the real meaning of the play. However, 

there is adequate evidence to defeat Blanche ' s and the critics' claims that Stanley 

Kowalski is a savage or an ape. He is a loving husband who wishes to protect his 

maITiage from the destruction of his sister-in-law. Stanley's working class 

appearance and manner make middle and upper-class readers strain to appreciate 

his positive qualities . However, Stanley is a husband who gains his wife's 

admiration, loyalty, and love. He provides economic security, emotional 

satisfaction, and paternity. The only arguments between the couple arise over the 
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intmsion of Blanche, who continually tries to turn Stella against Stanley. Although 

there is mention of past incidents arising from Stanley's poker paities, there is no 

indication that Stella was unable to handle these occasional outbursts. Blanche 

invades Stanley's privacy, eats his food and drinks his liquor, yet insults him on a 

daily basis. The situation that arises between the two sets up the conflict between 

the alazon and eiron. Naturally Stanley strikes back at Blanche and wins because 

he is more powerful and more astute than she . In an effo11 to save his maITiage, he 

wins a fight he did not seek. Although his methods are unrefined, Stanley ' s 

motives and character are superior to those of Blanche. It should also be noted 

that it is not only Stanley but all the characters of the play who expel Blanche at 

the end. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

THE RHETORIC OF SYMBOLISM 

AS COMEDIC CONFIGURATION IN SJRh'J:TCAR 

In A Streetcar Named Desire Tennessee Williams creates a complex 

masterpiece. The comic characters fit together in well-planned congrnency. 

Williams takes character and situation, adds humor, and juxtaposes an intmder 

plot. The character of Blanche is probably the most developed of all intruders. In 

fact, she is the most developed character in the play, and she thus causes most 

critics to miss the whole New Comedy scheme and mistakenly to focus on her. 

The ending of the play satisfies the definition of comedy with the bi11h of a child 

and the reconciliation of the two main characters and also satisfies the generic 

expectations of the intruder plot with the expulsion of the intruder. 

Inside the New Comedy framework of the play Tennessee Williams also 

uses symbolism masterfully. As will be shown, the use of color is imp011ant in the 

play as well as the concept of light and dark . In the introducto1y notes, Williams 

says: " In this part of New Orleans you are practically always just around the 

corner, or a few doors down the street from a tinny piano being played with the 

infatuated fluency of brown fingers. This ' blue piano' expresses the spirit of life 

which goes on here" (243 ). This spirit of life is comedy. The ''blue piano" is an 
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apt background for the lusty life in the French Qua11er as well as for the sadness of 

the situation of Blanche DuBois. The blue piano also expresses the sexual activity 

that goes on in the play. The sex between Stanley and Stella as well as Steve and 

Eunice is marital sex. However, Blanche's sex is as non-traditional as that of her 

young, dead husband, Allan Grey. By the end of the play, it is apparent that 

marital sex wins out as the norm. The married couple, Stanley and Stella, are 

reconciled; and the play ends with the community reunited, a classic comic ending. 

Another symbol used by Williams is that of blood . Before Blanche anives 

on the scene, Stanley throws to Stella a blood-stained package of meat from the 

butcher (244 ). The blood symbolizes life, but it also symbolizes sacrifice. Stanley 

is a lusty, vital man, representative of the blood, and this symbol foreshadows the 

fact that he will sacrifice Blanche to save his marriage. The meat further 

symbolizes sex. In fact, Eunice Hubbell and the unnamed black woman, who are 

sitting on the steps and observe Stanley throw the meat to Stella, enjoy a good 

laugh over the sexual innuendo (245). 

Williams also uses symbolism in the names of the streetcars in the play: 

"They told me to take a street-car named Desire, and then transfer to one called 

Cemeteries and ride six blocks and get off at--Elysian Fields1" (246). Sexual 

desire is an essential pa11 of the relationship between Stanley and Stella. Desire 

for acceptance and love is a driving force of Blanche, such a force that she has 
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become a nymphomaniac. Blanche rides the streetcar named Desire and transfers 

to one called Cemeteries--a ride to her emotional and psychological death. It is 

questionable whether or not she anives metaphorically at ''Elysian Fields''--the 

literal address of Stanley and Stella and the abode of the blessed after death in 

classical mythology (Webster 3 75 )--unless she finds such a retreat in the asylum 

where she is taken at the end of the play. 

Blanche, who anives on a streetcar named Cemeteries, tells Stella about all 

of the death at Belle Reve: ''Why, the Grim Reaper had put up his tent on our 

doorstep!" (Williams, Streetcar 262). Throughout the play the references such as 

these to death symbolize the death of Blanche 's psyche and the death that she 

brings into the play. In Scene Nine when she has her last confrontation with 

Mitch, the Mexican woman who comes selling ·'/·'/ores para los muertm·'' or 

flowers for the dead also represents the idea of death that pervades Blanche's life, 

including the death of her life in Laurel and the death of her relationship with 

Mitch (387). 

As Stella and Blanche are leaving the flat on the night of the first poker · 

patty and Stella leads the way, Blanche comments : ·'The blind are leading the 

blind!" (285) . Blanche seems to be indicating that she is ''blind" to being ''on the 

town," a fact which is far from true. Stella is indeed blind to what kind of person 

Blanche really is while Blanche is blind to what life and relationships are all 

l l l 



about. As they leave the house, a tamale vendor's voice is heard crying "Red

hot!" (285). This phrase is symbolic of Blanche's sexuality, the fact that she is a 

"scarlet" woman. 

Upon meeting Mitch for the first time, Blanche explains her name to him : 

"It's a French name. It means woods and Blanche means white, so the two 

together mean white woods. Like an orchard in spring( You can remember it by 

that" (299). Blanche is ironic here because the color white symbolizes purity and 

innocence ~ Blanche is neither pure nor innocent . Woods are a place where 

vegetable life thrives, a symbol of the earth . They are also representative of 

experience, including sexual mystery, which is evident in Blanche's relationships. 

There is also a mystery sunounding what happens between Blanche and Stanley at 

the end of the play. Woods are symbolic of the unconscious, according to A 

Dictionary cf Symhols, and they suggest a tendency to devour or obscure reason 

(Cirlot 112). Blanche is ·'earthy,'' but she appears as one whose reason has been 

obscured. 

Williams uses many symbols throughout the play that supp011 his use of the 

New Comedy characters of alazon and eiron. In the first scenes of the play as 

soon as Blanche, the alazon, is introduced, there are symbols that foreshadow the 

truths about her that are discovered as the play progresses. Blanche steps off the 

streetcar named Desire dressed in a white suit, wearing white gloves befitting her 
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name (245). This white is in direct contrast to the darkness that in reality 

overshadows Blanche's past and follows her into the present. After she is reunited 

with her sister, Blanche inquires where she is to sleep as there is only one 

bedroom. Stella indicates a cot, a folding bed (256 ). This bed is tempora1y and 

tentative as is Blanche's sex life compared with the stability of the marital bed in 

the next room shared by Stella and Stanley. In the same scene with Stella, 

Blanche makes reference to a quotation by Poe comparing the surroundings in the 

French Qua11er with ·'the ghost-haunted woodland of Weir" (Poe qtd . in Williams, 

Streetcar 252) . The irony of that statement is more indicative of Blanche's life 

than Stella ' s life in New Orleans . Blanche, the alazon, who wishes to appear 

strong and in charge of her life, is actually haunted. 

As the play continues and the audience is able to look closely at Blanche, 

other symbols and clues are evident to support her duplicity . When Stanley 

exposes the contents of Blanche ' s trunk, searching for papers concerning the loss 

of the plantation Belle Reve, her belongings spill out. Stanley discovers feathers 

and what he believes to be white fox furs, a solid gold dress, and a diamond tiara 

(274-75) . However, these items, much as Blanche herself, are not genuine. 

Another symbol expe11ly used by Williams is that of a perfume atomizer (281 ). 

Blanche sprays herself on several occasions as though trying to cover up reality 

with the smell of cheap perfume, although Blanche later brags that it is expensive 
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(330). 

One of the most impo11ant symbols of the entire play is introduced in Scene 

Three: the colored paper lantern purchased by Blanche in a Chinese shop on 

Bourbon Street (300). Blanche uses this lantern to cover a naked light bulb that 

she claims offends her nature. ln reality Blanche uses this lantern to shade herself 

from the stark, revealing light issuing from the bulb. A short time after showing 

the lantern to Mitch, Blanche speaks to Stella of the lantern: 

BLANCHE: I never was hard or self-suffici ent enough. When people 

are soft--soft people have got to shimmer and glow--they ' ve got to put 

on soft colors, the colors of butterfly wings, and put a--paper lantern 

over the light. . .. lt isn ' t enough to be soft. You ' ve got to be soft 

and attractive. And 1--l 'm fading now1 I don ' t know how much 

longer I can turn the trick. (332) 

This quotation gives a direct insight into Blanche ' s confusion about married life 

and relationships. In maITiage, the couple grows old together. It is not necessary 

to stay young. Also, her sentence ''I don't know how much longer I can tum the 

trick" is a direct reference to prostitution, not to marriage or any lasting 

relationship (332). The lantern over the light is symbolic of how Blanche tries to 

shield her outer self as well as her inner self from the scrutiny of the light of truth . 

An ongoing characteristic of Blanche throughout the play is her attempt to shut out 
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light. She fears that light will show her age and maybe much more. The lantern is 

also symbolic of Blanche's attempt to cover the truth with pretense . Interestingly 

Williams, who was careful to spell out colors carefully throughout the play, does 

not assign a pa11icular color to the lantern. However, regardless of its color, the 

lantern helps Blanche achieve her goal of hiding her real self from others. 

Williams again uses ironic symbolism when he creates the character of 

Blanche born under the sign of Virgo--the virgin (329) . Although the alazon 

pretends to be virginal, she is in fact not virginal at all. Even if Blanche did not 

lose her virginity to her young, homosexual husband, she did lose it somewhere 

along the line of young soldiers, salesmen, and boys who shared her bed. In his 

description of Blanche's whoring, Williams places her in the Flamingo Hotel 

(329). His use of the term "'flamingo'' brings to mind a showy bird, bright pink or 

red in color. Although the hotel has the name of a beautiful bird, it is a cheap, 

rundown establishment inhabited by people with low morals . Blanche, much like 

the Flamingo Hotel , tries hard to appear proper but ultimately fails in her effo11. 

When Mitch inquires if she stayed in a hotel called The Flamingo, Blanche replies: 

"Flamingo? No! Tarantula was the name of it! l stayed at a hotel called The 

Tarantula Aims!" (386) . The term ··tarantula'' conjures up an image of a large, 

ugly spider. The spider is a symbol that is considered to have three possible 

meanings. First, the use of spider imagery suggests the creative power of the 
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spider as exemplified in the weaving of its web. Blanche is guilty of coming to 

New Orleans and weaving a complicated web over the lives of all involved. The 

second meaning centers around the spider's aggressiveness. Again this 

characteristic fits Blanche. Finally, the spider's web can be seen as a spiral net 

converging towards a central point (Ci riot 304 ). Blanche 's plan was to come to 

New Orleans and rebuild her life. Marriage to Mitch would have saved Blanche, 

and she tried hard to cast her web over him, but her web was destroyed by Stanley 

before she could complete her intentions. 

In Blanche's encounter with the young man who comes to collect for the 

newspaper, Williams again makes masterful use of symbolism . Blanche descends 

on the boy almost as if she were going to devour him. There is talk of his having a 

soda earlier, and Blanche inquires about the flavor. The young man innocently 

tells her that he had a cheITy soda (338) . Blanche picks up on the suggestion of 

the boy's virginity, emphasizing, in contrast, the sexual fixation of Blanche on 

young boys. In the next scene when Blanche and Mitch return from a date to an 

amusement park, Mitch is holding a Mae West doll that he apparently won for 

Blanche. He is holding the doll upside down (340). The doll is a symbol of 

Blanche's sexuality. The character of Mae West also focused on sexual innuendo . 

B 1 an ch e is I i k e the Mae West do 11 he Id upside down --with her I e gs in the air. 

As he does at the beginning of the play when Blanche is introduced wearing 
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white, Wi11iams later has Blanche wear a red robe (3 79). Although Blanche goes 

to great lengths to appear virginal and often dresses in white to accentuate these 

attempts, red is the appropriate color to describe her. The alazon Blanche is a 

fallen woman. In Scene Ten when the play reaches its climax with Stanley's rape 

of Blanche, she appears wearing a white satin evening gown and a tiara (391 ). 

However, the evening gown is soiled, and the tiara is rhinestone. This picture of 

the "soiled" Blanche is symbolic of the true nature of this character. Blanche's 

charade is finished. Williams uses the state of her physical appearance throughout 

the play to represent the downfall of her character. In Scene Ten, Stanley ca11s 

Blanche's outfit a ''Mardi Gras outfit'' (398) . In the carnival season the 

pai1icipants wear masks and disguises--exactly as Blanche has done since her 

anival in New Orleans . At the Mardi Gras balls the revelers unmask at midnight 

and reveal their true identities. In the case of Blanche, Stanley, the eiron, unmasks 

Blanche and reveals the identity that she has tried to mask for so long. The last 

scene of the play portrays the unmasked Blanche, but she is sti II making attempts 

at pretense . She asks for artificial violets to pin on her jacket ( 405 ). These 

ai1ificial flowers are a symbol of Blanche herself--not a true flower, only a false 

one. Eunice and Ste11a comment on Blanche's jacket. Eunice calls it blue and 

Stella calls it lilac but Blanche conects them: "You 're both mistaken. It's Della 
' 

Robbia blue . The blue of the robe in the old Madonna pictures'' ( 409). Williams 
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presents quite a contrast--Blanche DuBois clothed in the color of the Virgin Mmy. 

The Virgin Mary is associated with virginity, absolute purity. Blanche, on the 

other hand, is not pure. 

Williams uses the references to the rich oil man from Texas, Shep 

Huntleigh, as a symbol of Blanche's failing mental state. Early in the play in a 

discussion with Stella, Blanche casually mentions that she encountered Huntleigh 

at Christmas in Miami (3 16 ). When feeling somewhat desperate for herself and 

her sister, Blanche attempts to send a wire to Huntleigh, then to write a letter 

asking for help in a ''desperate situation" (317-18). She abandons the idea at that 

time. Prior to the confrontation between Blanche and Stanley in Scene Ten, 

Blanche mendaciously tells Stanley that she has received a wire from Huntleigh 

inviting her to go on a cruise, an invitation she accepts (393 ). In the last scene 

Blanche is preparing to go away with Huntleigh, not realizing that she is going to 

an institution instead ( 405). Williams uses Shep Huntleigh as a unifying motif 

throughout the play in such a way that each reference to him shows an incremental 

step in the descent and removal of Blanche. 

An additional use of symbolism by Williams is his use of music and ce1tain 

songs throughout the play, especially in connection with Blanche. Already 

discussed is the use of the ·'blue piano," which Williams uses more than a dozen 

times in the play. Another extended use of a musical symbol is the hallucinatory 
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polka music that only Blanche can hear when she is distressed. The music that 

Blanche hears, the "Varsouviana," was playing in the casino when her husband 

committed suicide. The symbol is introduced in Scene One and increases in 

intensity as Blanche's sanity decreases. The most striking use of this symbol 

occurs in Scene Nine between Blanche and Mitch. This hallucination clearly 

emphasizes the depth of Blanche's psychosis: 

BLANCHE: Sornething's the matter tonight, but never mind. 

won't cross-examine the witness . I 'II just--[She touches her 

fbrehead vaguely. The polka lune starts up again. ]--pretend I 

don't notice anything different about you! That--music again . . . 

MITCH: What music? 

BLANCHE: The ''Varsouviana"! The polka tune they were playing 

when Allan--Wait! [A distant revolver shot is heard Hlanche seems 

relieved.] There now, the shot! It always stops after that. [The polka 

music dies out again.] (38 I) 

This polka music connects the alazon and eiron in that Stanley with his Polish 

surname is an avenger for the dead Allan . Although Blanche can sometimes make 

the polka music in her head go away, Stanley is ever present. 

Williams also makes use of popular songs in a unique and humorous way. 

Blanche spends much time in the bathtub, almost as if she could wash away her 
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blemished past. While soaking for hours in hot water, Blanche sings. This hot 

water is symbolic in several ways, one of which is that Blanche is herself in ''hot 

water." She is in trouble because of her past, and she appears to be t1ying to wash 

herself clean. She is also in ''hot water" with Stanley. The first example of 

Blanche's musical bath occurs in Scene Two sho11ly after her anival in New 

Orleans: "From the land of the sky blue water, They brought a captive maid!," she 

sings (270). Ironically, the color blue is a symbol of happiness and fidelity , 

neither of which apply to Blanche. Blanche is herself the ·'captive maid" but 

hardly a virgin. As time goes by, Blanche is shown to be a captive of her past, a 

past she is unable to escape. Unfortunately, Blanche is also a captive in the 

present and cannot possibly be successful in sta11ing a new life in New Orleans. In 

Scene Three, in the midst of Stanley's first poker game, Williams notes: ''The 

Negro ente11ainers in the bar around the comer play · Paper Doll ' slow and blue'' 

(305). The concept of a paper doll is an apt symbol for Blanche, that of the young 

sexual object she wishes she were and that of the doll's twice removal from 

reality. The fragile paper doll is a cheap imitation of a three-dimensional doll, 

which is an imitation of a flesh and blood human woman. Blanche is merely 

fragile and not the persona of a refined lady which she tries to project. In Scene 

Seven, the beginning of Blanche's downward spiral, she is once again singing in 

the tub. This time she is singing ·'Paper Moon," a fitting theme song for her: "Say, 
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it's only a paper moon, Sailing over a cardboard sea-But it wouldn't be make

believe If you believed in me!" Cardboard seas and make-believe are the 

foundation for Blanche's life. She goes on: ''It's a Barnum and Bailey world, Just 

as phony as it can be--But it wouldn't be make-believe If you believed in me!" 

(360). Blanche is "as phony as [she] can be," but it would not be make believe if 

Mitch, or anyone else, believed in her. Ironically, as she sings, Mitch has already 

learned the truth about her life and background. In his use of symbolism in 

connection with Blanche, Williams emphasizes the fact that she is an imposter, 

someone who pretends or tries to be something more than she is--Northrop F1ye's 

definition of the alazon in New Comedy. 

Williams also uses symbolism in connection with the eiron, Stanley, 

although not to the extent that he does with Blanche. Stanley first appears in the 

play dressed in denim work clothes symbolizing the working class. However, he 

caITies a brightly colored bowling jacket (244). Williams uses Stanley's brightly 

colored clothing symbolically throughout the play. He says that this character has 

"the power and pride of a richly feathered male bird among hens'' (265). When 

Stanley talks to Stella about their intimate relationship that has been inteITupted by 

Blanche, he refers to "getting the colored lights going," an obvious reference to 

sex (373). This reference appears several times in the play. In Scene Ten when 

the eiron Stanley overpowers the alazon Blanche, he does so in brightly colored 

121 



pajamas ( 400). Williams presents Stanley as a ·'man's" man. He often appears 

somewhat crude, such as when, during his poker game, he calls out to Stella and 

Blanche: "You hens cut out that conversation in there!" (294 ). However, Stanley 

is genuine. He is exactly as he appears in stark contrast to his sister-in-law, 

Blanche. Williams uses a reference to Huey Long's comment "Eve1y Man is a 

King" to symbolize Stanley's belief that he is the head of his household (T. Hany 

Williams qtd. in Williams, Streetcar 3 71 ). Apparently this concept becomes 

especially impo11ant as he perceives Blanche is attempting to replace him. 

Williams also uses the sound of an approaching locomotive as a symbol for 

Stanley. This reference suggests his power and strength, especially over Blanche 

who is associated with the streetcar. Stanley's power over Blanche becomes clear 

in Scene Ten when he returns from the hospital to await the bi 1th of his baby. In 

his spirit of celebration he pops the top off of a bottle of beer which ·'pops off and 

a geyser of foam shoots up" (395 ). This is a sexual symbol foreshadowing the 

sexual act which takes place later in the scene. 

A close reading of Streetcar reveals that Williams carefully utilizes the 

rhetoric of symbolism in crafting the play . Symbolism is introduced in the first 

stage direction describing the setting in New Orleans and continues effectively 

throughout the play. Williams 's artfully designed symbols suppo11 the elements of 

New Comedy, especially the characters of Blanche and Stanley as alazon and 

122 



eiron. After examining A Streetcar Named Desire and analyzing Williams's use of 

all of the elements discussed above, one can coITectly classify the play into the 

genre of New Comedy. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION 

After reviewing all of the critics who consider Streetcar to be tragedy, one 

understands that these critics are working with loose definitions of tragedy. 

Northrop Frye says that the main theme of New Comedy is the successful effo11 of 

a young man to outwit an opponent and possess the girl of his choice. Although it 

may be assumed that the opponent is another young man, in the case of Streetcar 

Stanley's opponent is Blanche~ he must outwit Blanche to retain his relationship 

with his wife. A consideration of the main characters of the play confoms the 

classification as comedy. Blanche DuBois meets the specifications of both alazon, 

the tenn taken from N011hrop Frye, and an intruder. Williams reinforces these 

characteristics rhetorically in both the dialogue and his stage notes as well as in 

symbolism. Blanche, the alazon or impostor, pretends to be something more than 

she is and tries to sway her sister to her point of view. As an intruder, Blanche 

atTives in New Orleans, moves into the Kowalski flat, effects changes to suit her 

own purposes, and gives conflicting reasons for her presence . Although there are 

some sad and even pathetic situations for Blanche during the play, her affectations 

and stilted manner at times are humorous, and her removal in the last act allows a 

resolution for the play that fits with New Comedy. 
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Stanley Kowalski is the rhetorical counterpa1i of Blanche DuBois. Stanley 

meets No11hrop F1ye' s definition of eiron, and his relationship with his sister-in

law is a classic example of the conflict between alazon and eiron described by 

Fiye. Again, Williams uses both stage notes and dialogue to portray Stanley as a 

New Comedy character. Stanley also plays an integral pat1 in the intrnder plot. 

He recognizes early on that Blanche is a phony and a fake, that she is attempting to 

alienate his relationship with Stella, and that she must be removed to save his 

maniage. Many of Stanley's antics and comments in achieving this goal are 

amusing and serve a rhetorical purpose. Stanley's lucky, red pajamas and talk of 

his ''acquaintance'' who can appraise Blanche's faux furs and jewels are examples 

of how Williams achieves power with Stanley that equals and then wins against 

Blanche. 

Although Stanley and Blanche appear to be the main characters of the play, 

Stella is an imp011ant character also . She brings reality into focus . Raised under 

the same Belle Reve roof as Blanche, Stella's down-to-ea11h personality and 

anchor in reality make Blanche seem unreal. Stella loves her husband, her 

apartment, and her life in New Orleans. It is clear that she left Belle Reve behind 

with few or no regrets to stai1 a new life with Stanley. Williams uses her character 

to create the New Comedy ending and as a prize for the competing Stanley and 

Blanche. 
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The character of Mitch falls into the category called the buffoon by 

N011hrop Frye. This character contributes rhetorically to the comic mood. Mitch 

is comical in both his words and actions. As has previously been stated, 

Williams's use of humor is sometimes subtle; and because it is often juxtaposed 

with serious drama, it is sometimes overlooked by critics. However, the use of 

humor throughout the play by nearly all the characters lays rhetorical groundwork 

for the happy ending of the play. 

A close rhetorical analysis of the play also confirms that it meets the 

generic criteria of the intruder-plot play described by Girdler Fitch . There are 

indications throughout the play not only that Blanche is the intruder but also an 

intruder who has come seeking, whether consciously or unconsciously, to dismpt 

the life and maniage of her sister, Stella. Critics over the years have focused 

almost entirely on the rape of Blanche by Stanley. It neither makes Stanley a 

villain nor Blanche a ma1tyr. The point of the whole plot is that Blanche comes as 

an intruder, is discovered, and is summarily ejected, allowing life for those 

remaining to go fo1ward normally. The incidents leading up to her discovery and 

expulsion culminate in the fact that the ending is a happy one, and the play is 

therefore comedy. 

In this play, as in all of his work, Williams makes rhetorically masterful use 

of symbolism. He uses symbolism throughout to convey and supp01i not only the 
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general comedic elements of the play but also the intruder plot. Williams 's use of 

this symbolism is an imp011ant rhetorical adjunct that serves the generic elements 

of the New Comedy play. Symbols identify mood, characters, and theme. In A 

Streetcar Named Desire Williams has created a rhetorical masterpiece; and 

although it has been placed in many classifications by critics, according to the 

definition by expe11s on genre the play clearly fits the generic category of New 

Comedy. 
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