
 

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE 

May 2017: Blanche as a Victim of Male-Dominated Society 
 

b) Blanche is a victim of a male-dominated society.  
 
Through analysis of the dramatic methods used in the play, and drawing upon relevant 
contextual information, show to what extent you agree with the above statement.  

 
**NB: In the following essay plan, I have used a colour-coding system whereby dramatic 
methods are presented in red, context is presented in green and quotations are highlighted.** 
 
There is compelling evidence for viewing Blanche as a victim of a male-dominated society, 
since she is rejected by Mitch on the basis of her sexual history and raped by Stanley, who then 
orchestrates her admission to a psychiatric unit. While it could be argued that Blanche is also 
a victim of her own self-destructive tendencies, it is hard to deny that the misogynistic attitudes 
underpinning 1940s’ American society are the main force behind her downfall.  
 
At first, Blanche’s interactions with Mitch invite us to view her as a shrewd manipulator 
as opposed to a victim. 
• Blanche lies to Mitch in an attempt to present herself as the feminine ideal endorsed by the 

aristocratic culture of the South, which dictated that women should be innocent and chaste. 
She tells him she is ‘not accustomed to having more than one drink’, despite the fact that we 
have seen her drink Stanley’s whisky in Scene 1, and falsely claims that Stella is ‘somewhat 
older than I.’  

• Her attempt to present herself as a Southern Belle is reflected in her elegant white clothing, 
which symbolically connotes virginity, and her formal, refined speech. She is described in 
Scene 1 as being ‘daintily dressed in a white suit’ and in Scene 8 she addresses Mitch using 
archaic phrases and a coquettish tone, as seen in utterances like ‘such uncouth apparel!’. 
Blanche’s role-playing arguably diminishes our sympathy for her as a victim by suggesting 
that she consciously exploits male expectations to gain approval. 

• Her power over Mitch is also revealed through William’s use of imperatives to show her 
directing him in the role of chivalrous gentleman: ‘Bow to me first! Now present them’. 
Blanche’s instructing of Mitch discourages us from seeing her as a victim by highlighting her 
control over him. 

 
It could also be argued that Blanche’s manipulative tactics detract from our perception 
of her as a victim by inviting us to see Mitch as a victim of her deception. 
• Blanche’s deceitfulness is revealed through her contrasting behaviour towards him and the 

young man in Scene 5. After using a direct tone to tell the young man ‘you make my mouth 
water’, an image with sexual connotations, Blanche then reverts to her Southern Belle façade 
when Mitch appears, as signaled by her coy tone and her use of archaic phrases like ‘I said 
unhand me, sir’. Blanche’s sudden change in behavior arguably paints her not as a victim but 
as a manipulator who exploits Mitch’s credulity in her attempt to secure a husband. 

• Another barrier to seeing Blanche as a victim is that she patronises Mitch by addressing him 
in French despite knowing that he cannot understand her and greeting him as ‘My 
Rosenkavalier’ despite being aware that this allusion to a Strauss opera will be lost on him. 
Blanche’s condescending behaviour towards Mitch arguably encourages us to see him as the 
victim in these exchanges.  



 

 
Yet by showing that Blanche’s deception stems from the pressure she feels to conform to 
feminine stereotypes, Williams ultimately reinforces the idea that she is a victim of a 
male-dominated society.  
• Blanche misrepresents herself to Mitch because she feels forced to hide the truth about her 

past due to the double standards that existed in 1940s’ America surrounding male and female 
sexual conduct. Although attitudes to sexuality were relaxing somewhat in postwar society 
due to the popularization of Freud’s theories about the centrality of sexuality to identity, 
double standards persisted, with men being allowed to have multiple sexual partners but 
women being expected to remain virgins until marriage.  

• Blanche’s belief that she has to pretend to be chaste to keep Mitch interested is evidenced by 
her disclosure to Stella in Scene 5 that she wants to ‘deceive him enough’ and her observation 
that men ‘think a girl over thirty ought to… “put out”’. Blanche’s insinuation that she is 
putting on an act and Williams’ use of the colloquialism ‘put out’ draw attention to the 
pressure placed on women in 1940s’ America to conform to male expectations, and 
encourage us to view Blanche as a victim of a male-dominated society by highlighting the 
dilemma faced by women forced to choose between the roles of virgin and whore defined for 
them by patriarchal society.  

 
It cannot be claimed that Blanche is solely a victim of a male-dominated society, because 
her refusal to confront reality undoubtedly contributes to her downfall. 
• Blanche’s difficulty in facing the truth is reflected in her avoidance of strong light, which is 

used to symbolize harsh reality. Her rejection of reality is demonstrated through the way she 
begs Stella in Scene 1 not to look at her ‘in this merciless glare’ and asks Mitch to place a 
paper lantern over the light bulb in Scene 3.  

• The gulf between Blanche’s illusions and her reality is underscored in Scene 7 when 
Stanley’s revelations about her past are intercut with the sound of her singing lines from a 
song about the world of make-believe. The repeated refrain, ‘But it wouldn’t be make-believe 
if you believed in me’ invites us to see Blanche as a victim of her denial – particularly since 
her mind eventually appears to fracture from the effort of sustaining her façade, as illustrated 
in Scene 9 when Williams uses ellipsis and dashes to indicate her mental turmoil after Mitch 
confronts her: ‘Crumble and fade and – regrets – recriminations…’  

 
It is also possible to see Blanche as a victim of her own desire. 
• The idea that Blanche is a victim of her impulses is introduced during her conversation with 

Stella in Scene 2. When Blanche dismisses Stella’s claim that she loves Stanley by telling 
her ‘What you are talking about is brutal desire… the name of that rattle-trap streetcar’, Stella 
responds by demanding ‘Haven’t you ever ridden on that streetcar?’ – at which point Blanche 
admits: ‘It brought me here.’ Here, Williams uses the metaphor of desire as a streetcar to 
signal Blanche’s awareness that her desire has led to her disgrace. 

 
However, Williams suggests that it is not Blanche’s desire that causes her downfall but 
her attempt to conform to contradictory female stereotypes, thus strengthening the case 
for viewing her as a victim of a male-dominated society. 
• Through her disclosure in Scene 9 that she was ‘hunting for some protection’ through 

‘intimacies with strangers’, Blanche implies that her promiscuity was motivated by her desire 
for approval. However, through playing the role of ‘whore’, Blanche bars herself from the 
role of prospective wife, because patriarchal society dictates that ‘fallen women’ can only be 
viewed as sexual objects. The judgement to which Blanche is subjected reflects that fact that 
while attitudes to sex had evolved during WW2, sexuality was still very much defined within 



 

the context of marriage, and women who had sex outside marriage were condemned and 
stigmatized. 

• Blanche’s awareness of how promiscuous women are judged by patriarchal society is 
demonstrated through the way she covers her ears to block out the sound of the approaching 
locomotive, symbolizing desire, in Scene 6.  

• The idea that Blanche is a victim of misogynistic attitudes is reinforced through the image of 
her ‘soiled and crumpled white satin evening gown’ in Scene 10, which symbolizes her 
uncleanliness in the eyes of patriarchal society. 

 
Additional evidence that Blanche is a victim of a male-dominated society lies in the way 
Mitch rejects her after learning about her past. 
• The image contained in Mitch’s declaration that Blanche is ‘not clean enough to bring in the 

house with my mother’ highlights the prejudice to which promiscuous women were 
subjected in 1940s’ America. 

• That fact that Mitch no longer wants to marry Blanche after learning about her past but still 
tries to have sex with her – as illustrated by the stage direction used to describe him ‘fumbling 
to embrace her’ and his insistence that he wants ‘What I been missing all summer’ – provides 
additional evidence for viewing Blanche as a victim of the misogynistic attitudes of her era. 

 
Further support for the idea that Blanche is a victim of male-dominated society lies in 
her victimization by Stanley.  
• While it could be argued that Stanley acts as an individual, his attitude to women can be 

considered representative of the chauvinistic society he inhabits. Stanley’s misogynistic 
attitude is clear in Scene 7 from the sneering tone he uses to present Stella with the 
information he has uncovered about Blanche’s past and his use of a nature metaphor to 
challenge her virginal act, declaring ‘Sister Blanche is no lily’. 

• Williams’ use of the stage direction ‘He steps towards her, biting his tongue which protrudes 
between his lips’ in Scene 10 strengthens the case for viewing Blanche as a victim of 
misogyny by portraying Stanley as a dangerous predator. 

• The stage direction ‘Stanley picks up the inert figure of Blanche and carries her to the bed’ 
cements our perception of Blanche as a victim of male violence by highlighting her 
defenselessness.  

 
It could be argued that Blanche is also a victim of Stella and Mitch’s passivity, since 
neither intervenes to stop her being sectioned. 
• Mitch’s awareness that Stanley’s actions are wrong is demonstrated in Scene 11 through the 

bitter, accusatory tone of his outburst – ‘You! You done this’ – and the stage direction ‘Mitch 
collapses at the table, sobbing’.  Yet he does not act to save Blanche, thus encouraging us to 
see her as a victim of his cowardice. 

• Similarly, Stella’s recognition of her betrayal of Blanche is evidenced through the anguished 
tone of her cry: ‘Oh God, what have I done to my sister?’ Yet she prioritizes domestic stability 
over loyalty to her sister, as evidenced by her confession to Eunice that she ‘couldn’t believe 
her story and go on living with Stanley’. Stella’s unwillingness to jeopardise her own 
situation invites us to see Blanche as a victim of her selfishness.  

 
Ultimately, however, Williams reinforces the idea that Blanche is a victim of a male-
dominated society by showing her fate to lie in the hands of men.   
• The fact that Scene 5 opens with her writing a letter to Shep Huntleigh presents her as a 

victim by highlighting women’s dependence on men in 1940s’ American society. While 



 

women were granted the right to vote in 1920 and many took on jobs during wartime, the 
postwar years saw a return to traditional gender roles as men returned from war and women 
were encouraged to embrace the domestic sphere and look to men for their economic survival. 

• The idea that Blanche’s fate can be ascribed to male-dominated society is reinforced by 
Stella’s remark to Stanley that ‘people like you abused her, and forced her to change’ and 
Williams’ observation in Scene 1 that her ‘uncertain manner’ suggests that of a moth – an 
analogy that suggests that like a moth to a flame, Blanche is destroyed by the men whose 
protection she seeks. 

• The fact that Blanche wrongly identifies the doctor as her rescuer in Scene 11, saying she has 
‘always depended on the kindness of strangers’, paints her as a victim of patriarchal society 
by showing that women’s dependence on men leaves them vulnerable to mistreatment – an 
idea that is reinforced, in symbolic terms, through the simile in the stage direction ‘She allows 
him to lead her as if she were blind’. 

• Blanche’s remark that she is ‘only passing through’ underscores her status as a victim of a 
male-dominated society because it serves as a metaphorical reminder that Stanley’s life 
continues in spite of his immoral actions while hers is ruined. 

• The jungle simile contained in Williams’ stage direction describing the ‘inhuman voices like 
cries in a jungle’ in Scenes 10 and 11 support the idea that Blanche has fallen victim to the 
male-dominated world of the New America, where the Southern values of chivalry and 
respect for women have been replaced by ruthlessness and savagery.  

 
This analysis has shown that there are strong arguments for viewing Blanche as a victim of the 
misogynistic attitudes pervading 1940s’ America. While her lies and her refusal to face reality 
worsen her situation, the fact that her actions are motivated by a desire to conform to the female 
stereotypes promoted by patriarchal culture allow us to see her as a victim of male-dominated 
society.   


