
 

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE 

May 2018: Pity for Stella 
 

a) Stella is the character in the play most deserving of pity. 
 
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.** 
 
A case can be made for viewing Stella as the character in the play most deserving of pity 
because she is dominated by Stanley and finds herself caught in the middle of Stanley and 
Blanche’s conflict. However, it could be argued that Stella’s contentment with her situation 
discourages us from pitying her. There is also arguably more compelling evidence for viewing 
Blanche as the character most deserving of pity. 
 
One reason for seeing Stella as the character in the play most deserving of pity is that she 
is controlled by Stanley. 
• Stanley’s lack of respect for Stella is revealed through the stage direction ‘Stanley gives a 

loud whack of his hand on her thigh’ in Scene 3. 
• His control over Stella is also revealed in Scene 8 when he reacts to her use of imperatives 

to instruct him to ‘Go and wash up and then help me clear the table’ by flying into a violent 
rage. The stage directions ‘He hurls a plate to the floor’ and ‘he seizes her arm’ intensify our 
pity for Stella by painting her as the victim of his temper.  

• Williams’s use of a kingship metaphor to convey Stanley’s sense of entitlement as he tells 
Stella in an aggressive tone, ‘I am the king around here, so don’t forget it!’, enhances our 
pity for her by showing how he dominates her. 

 
Another way in which Williams presents Stella as the character most deserving of pity is 
by portraying her as a victim of Stanley’s violence.  
• During Stanley’s rage in Scene 3, Stella’s vulnerability is highlighted through the stage 

direction describing how ‘she backs out of sight’ and ‘He advances’, while Stanley’s 
violence towards her is captured through the use of offstage action: ‘There is the sound of a 
blow. Stella cries out.’ 

• Our pity for Stella is enhanced by Williams’s use of an animal metaphor to reinforce 
Stanley’s brutishness, seen when she pronounces him a ‘drunk – animal thing’, and his use 
of ‘Dissonant brass and piano sounds’ to symbolize Stanley’s volatility.  

• Eunice’s hope that Stanley will be hauled in by the police ‘same as the last time’ reinforces 
our pity for Stella by indicating that his violent rages are a regular occurrence.  

 
Stella can also be seen as the character most deserving of pity because her economic 
dependence on Stanley places her in a vulnerable position. 
• Williams presents Stella in the role of housewife through the stage direction in Scene 1 where 

Stanley throws a package of meat at her, which symbolically reinforces his role as provider 
and hers as homemaker, and through the way she ministers to Blanche by fetching her drinks.  

• Williams’s portrayal of Stella shows that she has accepted the role of submissive housewife 
assigned to women in 1940s’ America. While women had been 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 came under increasing social pressure to 
give up work and devote themselves to the domestic sphere. 

• Stella’s confession to Eunice in Scene 11 that she ‘couldn’t believe her [Blanche’s] story and 
go on living with Stanley’ arguably enhances our pity for Stella by reminding us that her 
options are limited by her financial dependence on Stanley. 

 
Stella’s role as mediator in Stanley and Blanche’s conflict provides additional fuel for 
seeing her as the character in the play most deserving of pity. 
• Stella’s divided loyalties are clear from the way she defends Stanley to Blanche and vice 

versa. In Scene 4, she tries to placate Blanche by reassuring her of Stanley’s gentler side 
through the use of an animal simile – ‘He was as good as a lamb when I came back’ – while 
in Scene 7 she uses an imperative to command Stanley ‘stop picking on Blanche’. 

• Our pity for Stella is enhanced by the way she tries to discharge her duty to both her husband 
and her sister. She ministers to Blanche’s whims, as evidenced when she tells her ‘I like to 
wait on you, Blanche’, and she anticipates Stanley’s needs, as illustrated in Scene 2 when she 
tells him ‘I put you a cold plate on ice.’ 

 
However, a strong argument against seeing Stella as the character most deserving of pity 
is that she betrays Blanche at the end of the play by prioritizing her own security over 
loyalty to her sister. 
• Stella’s guilt over allowing Blanche to be sectioned is revealed in Scene 11 through the 

anguished tone of her cry: ‘Oh God, what have I done to my sister?’ and the stage direction 
‘Stella presses her first to her lips’. However, she does not intervene to save Blanche. 

• The fact that Stella remains loyal to Stanley diminishes our pity for her, especially since her 
confession to Eunice that she ‘couldn’t believe her story and go on living with Stanley’ 
implies that she has made her decision on a purely pragmatic basis.  

 
A further barrier to seeing Stella as the character most deserving of pity is that, as a 
married woman, she is free to embrace her sexuality.  
• Stanley alludes to Stella’s enjoyment of sex in Scene 8 when he reminds her that she ‘loved 

it, having them coloured lights going!’ This euphemistic image discourages us from pitying 
her by implying that she is satisfied with the sexual side of their relationship.  

• The passionate quality of Stella and Stanley’s relationship is also illustrated in Scene 4 
through the image of Stella’s expression of ‘narcotized tranquility’, which implies a state of 
post-coital bliss.  

• Stella’s embracing of her sexuality reflects the fact that attitudes to sex were relaxing in post-
war society thanks to the popularization of Freud’s theory that desire was central to identity 
formation in both sexes, as evidenced by the publication of sex education manuals like 
Eustace Chesser’s Love Without Fear: How to Achieve Sex Happiness in Marriage (1947). 
However, sexuality was still very much defined within the context of marriage, and women 
who had sex outside marriage continued to be condemned and stigmatized. 

• These attitudes to female sexuality are reflected in Williams’s contrasting portrayal of 
Stella’s sexual freedom and the way Blanche is punished for her promiscuity. The prejudice 
to which ‘fallen’ women are subjected is highlighted when Mitch rejects her as a prospective 
wife after learning about her past but still tries to force her into sex, as illustrated by the stage 
direction describing him ‘fumbling to embrace her’. The fact that Stella is permitted to 
embrace her sexuality while Blanche is punished for doing so arguably encourages us to view 
Blanche as more deserving of pity.   

 



 

Another argument against seeing Stella as the character in the play most deserving of 
pity is that she appears content in her submissive role.  
• When Blanche urges her to leave Stanley in Scene 4, Stella’s contentment is conveyed 

through her declaration that ‘I’m not in anything I want to get out of’, with Williams’s use of 
the adverbs ‘slowly and emphatically’ indicating her tone of certainty. 

• Williams’ depiction of Steve’s offstage violence towards Eunice in Scene 5 and their 
subsequent reconciliation, which mirrors the cycle of violence and desire in Stanley and 
Stella’s relationship, also decreases our pity for Stella suggesting that women in the new 
America are complicit in perpetuating this destructive dynamic. The stage direction depicting 
Eunice as ‘sobbing luxuriously’ and Steve ‘cooing love-words’ after their violent 
confrontation implies that both parties thrive on the drama of their volatile relationship, and 
parallels Stanley and Stella’s passionate reunion at the end of Scene 3 when Williams uses 
the music of the ‘low-tone clarinet’ and the stage direction ‘they come together with low, 
animal moans’ to indicate the intensity of their mutual desire.  

• Stella’s complicity in Stanley’s behaviour is reinforced when she admits to having been 
excited by his violence on their wedding night, as indicated by the awed tone she uses to tell 
Blanche: ‘I was – sort of – thrilled by it’.  

• She also demonstrates her allegiance to Stanley by embracing him ‘with both arms, fiercely’ 
in front of Blanche at the end of Scene 4. This stage direction reduces our pity for Stella by 
showing that she accepts his violent behaviour.  
 

On the whole, there is arguably more evidence for viewing Blanche rather than Stella as 
the character in the play most deserving of pity since she is presented as a victim of the 
misogynistic attitudes underpinning 1940s’ society.  
• The image contained in Mitch’s declaration that Blanche is ‘not clean enough to bring in the 

house with my mother’ encourages us to pity her by highlighting the prejudice to which 
promiscuous women were subjected in 1940s’ America and the double standards surrounding 
male and female sexual conduct.  

• Williams reinforces our perception of Blanche as a victim of misogyny in Scene 10 through 
the image of her ‘soiled and crumpled white satin evening gown’, which symbolizes her 
uncleanliness in the eyes of patriarchal society. 

• Another way in which Williams evokes the audience’s pity for Blanche in Scene 10 is by 
portraying her as a victim of Stanley’s sexual violence. He emphasizes Blanche’s 
vulnerability by presenting Stanley as a dangerous predator through the stage direction ‘He 
steps towards her, biting his tongue which protrudes between his lips’ and the animal 
metaphor contained in Blanche’s despairing claim that she is ‘caught in a trap’, and highlights 
her defenseless through the stage direction ‘Stanley picks up the inert figure of Blanche and 
carries her to the bed’.  

 
A further reason for seeing Blanche as the character most deserving of pity is that 
Williams vividly presents her mental suffering and shows how the effort of sustaining her 
innocent façade cause her mind to fracture irretrievably. 
• In Scene 9, he illustrates Blanche’s mounting difficulty in distinguishing between illusion 

and reality through the staging device of ‘a distant revolver shot’ that only she can hear, and 
he conveys her mental turmoil after Mitch confronts her through the use of ellipsis and 
dashes: ‘Crumble and fade and – regrets – recriminations…’ 

• The feverish music of the ‘Varsouviana’ – the tune that was playing when Blanche’s husband 
killed himself – is also used to symbolize her descent into madness, and in Scene 11 it is 
‘filtered into weird distortion’ and ‘accompanied by the cries and noises of the jungle’ to 



 

suggest that, having been overcome by the hostile forces of the real world, she has retreated 
fully into her illusions.  

 
A final reason for seeing Blanche as the character in the play most deserving of pity is 
that Stella is allowed to carry on with her life at the end of the play while Blanche is 
removed from society. 
• Our pity for Blanche as a victim of patriarchal society is enhanced by the way she wrongly 

identifies the doctor as her rescuer, saying she has ‘always depended on the kindness of 
strangers’. Her pitiable compliance with the men who will ultimately destroy her is also 
reinforced in symbolic terms through the simile in the stage direction ‘She allows him to lead 
her as if she were blind’. 

• Eunice’s claim that Blanche ‘couldn’t stay here; there wasn’t no other place for her to go’ 
intensifies our pity for her by symbolically affirming that there is no place in postwar 
American society for a ‘fallen’ woman or one who tries to cling to the outdated chivalric code 
of the South. 

• The fact that the play concludes with Eunice placing Stella’s child into her arms and Stanley 
soothing her with an overtly sexual caress enhances our pity for Blanche by highlighting the 
fact that her sister’s life continues on as normal, while hers is over. 

 
This overview has shown that while the audience can sympathise with the way Stella is 
dominated by Stanley, our pity for her is diminished by her betrayal of Blanche and by the fact 
that she appears content in her submissive role. It has also indicated that there is a much 
stronger case to be made for seeing Blanche as the character in the play most deserving of pity.  
 


