
 

 

A Streetcar Named Desire by 

Tennessee Williams 
How does Williams present Blanche and her downfall? 

Blanche is undeniably damaged by her inability to come to terms with America’s changing social 

landscape - her desperation to hide the past and avoid the present leads her to lose her career and her 

lifestyle, while the conflict her conservatism causes with Stanley has devastating psychological 

consequences for her. Nonetheless, Blanche’s downfall is caused by a number of complex factors, and 

not limited simply to her struggles with the changing world around her. 

Blanche’s desperation to hold on to her affluent and simple lifestyle in the Old South is presented as 

being a key factor in her fall from grace and eventual loss of control; for example, we learn that, after 

the suicide of her husband, Blanche engaged in “many intimacies with strangers” to try and fill the 

emotional void she was experiencing and to try and find the protection which had not been provided 

to her by her marriage. The contrast between the words “intimacies”, which implies a close 

connection between people who know each other well, and “strangers”, which connotes people who 

do not know each other at all, serves to highlight the confusion that Blanche experienced during this 

period of her life as she attempted to come to terms with Allan’s death and her own guilt surrounding 

it, while also highlighting how she felt unable to function in the society that she found herself in, as 

the expectation which had been instilled in her of the “intimacies” of a stable and a traditional 

marriage was shattered by her discovery of her husband’s affair and his subsequent death, and she 

was suddenly surrounded by “strangers” who could not provide her with the only lifestyle that she had 

ever known. Critic Emma Kirby suggests that “sanity is dependent on fitting in and adhering to the 

social roles expected of us”, a theory which is evident in Blanche’s character – she has spent her 

whole life preparing to fulfil the role of a traditional Southern Belle, and quickly descends into a 

spiral of anxiety and promiscuity once she realises that this will not be possible in the pragmatic and 

somewhat unforgiving society of the ‘New America’. 

Conversely, it could be argued that Blanche’s desperate illusions (and the loss of touch with reality 

that these lead to) stem not from her struggle to live in a new world, but from her unwillingness to 

face her own personal changes, in particular her fear of ageing. Throughout the play, Blanche 

endeavours to avoid disclosing her real age to anyone, falsely claiming that Stella is “somewhat older 

than her”, and telling Stanley (who presumably knows that Stella is in fact the younger sister) that she 

is only “twenty seven”. These attempts to conceal her ageing become increasingly desperate as the 

play progresses, leading her first to put a “paper lantern” over the lightbulb to dim it (and therefore 

prevent anyone from looking closely at her face), to later refusing to allow Mitch to switch on the 

light at all, as she does not want him to look at her directly. This could be seen as a desperate attempt 

to deny the existence of the present and future and to continue living in the past, as Blanche tells 

Stella that she wishes to be “soft and attractive” and fears that she is “fading now”, implying that she 

feels as though what has become her sustenance in life (being viewed as attractive by younger men) 

will no longer be available to her as her looks diminish with age, leaving her purposeless. Blanche’s 

fear of losing this purpose is a key contributing factor in her eventual downfall, as the frantic illusions 

that she puts in place to avoid facing her true life escalate into a complete loss of reality, as she no 

longer knows the difference between who she is and who she wishes she was. 



 

 

Another interpretation is that Blanche’s demise is caused by factors beyond her control, and would 

therefore be inevitable regardless of her integration into modern society. For example, the audience 

learns early in the play that Blanche did not choose to leave Belle Reve, but was forced to give it up 

when the deaths of her relatives meant that the cost of living in the house while also paying for 

funerals and burials was too much for her “pitiful salary at the school”, leading her effectively to 

become a prostitute “in order to pay for – one night’s shelter”. Had Blanche not been forced to leave 

Belle Reve, she would not have resorted to the promiscuous lifestyle which caused her to lose her job, 

and so would not have had to move to New Orleans and suffer the damage which eventually caused 

her breakdown. Furthermore, Blanche also appears to suffer from a genuine mental health disorder, 

with the “shadows” and “inhuman voices” she perceives (conveyed through Williams’ use of plastic 

theatre) being symptomatic of a psychotic disorder or severe anxiety, which could easily have caused 

her to break down in any setting, whether in her familiar Old South or the new social climate of New 

Orleans. Here, Blanche’s experiences seem to echo those of Williams himself, who was deeply 

unhappy after being forced by his parents to leave his home state of Mississippi, and whose sister 

suffered from schizophrenia and was institutionalised for much of her adult life. In this context, 

Blanche’s breakdown could be viewed as a commentary on the effects of mental ill health and an 

unhappy family situation on a person’s life, highlighting the devastation which these factors can 

cause. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that Blanche’s inability to accept the ‘New America’ she now inhabits 

contributes significantly to her downfall. From the outset of the play, it is evident that Blanche, who is 

viewed by many critics as representing the Old South, is caught in an inescapable conflict with 

Stanley, who represents the New America, as a result of their wildly differing social values – for 

example, after the pair’s first meeting in scene 2, Stanley makes it clear that he finds Blanche 

pretentious, scoffing at her “feathers and furs that she come here to preen herself in” and agreeing 

with Stella that “The Kowalskis and the DuBois have different notions”. The conflict between Stanley 

and Blanche escalates as the play continues, finally culminating in scene 10 with Stanley’s rape of 

Blanche, and his declaration that “We’ve had this date with each other from the beginning!” By 

presenting Stanley’s domination of Blanche in this way as having been unavoidable from the start, 

Williams suggests that it was inevitable that the combination of two such fundamentally different 

ways of life would result in a confrontation in which one of them was ultimately defeated, and that 

Blanche, due to her lack of adaptability and difficulty functioning in the society where Stanley 

thrives, would be the one to lose out. This links to Williams’ own views on society, as he once said in 

an interview that “the apes shall inherit the Earth”, implying that he felt that the demise of the Old 

Southern lifestyle at the hands of the New America - and, by extension, Blanche’s defeat by Stanley - 

was inescapable. 

Williams presents a number of factors as being responsible for Blanche’s psychological demise, from 

the tragedies of her early life and her already fragile health to her fear of no longer being able to 

capture the attention and imagination of potential suitors; however, of key significance among these is 

her inability – and, perhaps, to an extent, her willful refusal – to learn to live in the changing society 

surrounding her, and to move on from her childhood in the now extinct aristocracy. 


