
 

A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE 

May 2018: Stanley & Mitch as the American male 
 

a) Stanley and Mitch are stereotypes of the American male. 
 
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.** 
 
Stanley and Mitch can be seen as stereotypes of the American male because as ex-soldiers and 
factory workers, they represent the new conception of masculinity promoted by postwar 
society, and they embody the chauvinistic attitudes underpinning 1940s’ America. Yet at the 
same time, Williams also presents both men as complex characters whose idiosyncrasies 
elevate them above mere stereotypes. 
 
One reason for viewing Stanley and Mitch as stereotypes of the American male is that 
they exhibit the stereotypical qualities of the patriotic soldier.  
• The fact that we are told Stanley was ‘a Master Sergeant in the Engineers’ Corps’ and he 

and Mitch served ‘together in the Two-forty-first’ aligns both men with stereotypes of 
American heroism. Stanley’s heroic status is also reinforced by the image contained in 
Stella’s claim that she ‘wasn’t just blinded by all the brass’. 

• Williams’ description of the men at the poker game in the stage directions for Scene 3 as 
‘men at the peak of their physical manhood’ confirms Stanley and Mitch as stereotypes of 
the American war hero by emphasizing their strength and vigour. His use of the simile ‘as 
coarse and direct and powerful as the primary colours’ stresses their vitality and reflects 
the fact that after WW2, the working-class soldiers who helped secure victory for the Allies 
came to be seen as embodying the spirit of American heroism, with the result that the 
masculine ideal shifted away from the traditional values of chivalry and aristocratic 
breeding towards the qualities of ambition, strength and industry. 

 
Stanley and Mitch can also be seen as stereotypes of the American male in the way they 
embody the values of the new world order, where class distinctions have been replaced 
by equality of opportunity. 
• As factory workers, Stanley and Mitch represent the stereotype of the working-class 

‘everyman’ of the postwar era, which was born out of the erosion of class distinctions 
sparked by industrialization and urbanization following WW1. With more workers moving 
to urban centres, slavery having been abolished in 1865 and women having being granted 
the right to vote in 1920, the Southern tradition of the aristocratic, landowning family began 
to die out and be replaced by the urbanized nuclear family. Industrialized American cities 
became home to blue- and white-collar workers from all sorts of backgrounds, and 
attainment in this world was based on aptitude as opposed to social class. 

• Stanley and Mitch’s status as representatives of this new world is reflected in their use of 
colloquial expressions and non-standard grammar, as seen when Mitch dismisses Blanche’s 
concern that she isn’t dressed properly by telling her ‘That’s don’t make no difference in the 
Quarter’, and the self-assured tone Stanley uses to affirm his ‘commonness’ to Stella: ‘you 
thought I was common. How right you was, baby.’  



 

• The idea that Stanley is a stereotype of the American working-class male is also reinforced 
through the image of him pulling Stella ‘down off them columns’, which symbolize the 
aristocratic world of the South. 

• An additional reason for seeing Stanley as a stereotype of the new-world male is that as the 
descendent of Polish immigrants, he embodies the ideal of equality. Stanley’s status as a 
representative of the New America is illustrated in Scene 8 when he identifies himself as 
‘one hundred per cent American’ and responds to Blanche’s labelling of him as a ‘Polack’ 
in a furious tone, telling her ‘don’t ever call me a Polack’. 

 
Another way in which Stanley can be seen as a stereotype of the American male is through 
Williams’s portrayal of him as the head of his household. 
• Stanley and Stella’s adherence to stereotypical gender roles reflects the fact that in 1940s’ 

America, women were encouraged to give up work and confine themselves to the domestic 
sphere. While many women had taken on jobs during wartime, the postwar years saw a return 
to traditional gender roles once the soldiers returned. 

• The stereotypical division of labour in Stanley and Stella’s relationship is demonstrated 
through the stage direction in Scene 1 describing how he throws a package of meat at her, 
which symbolically reinforces his role as breadwinner and hers as homemaker, and the way 
Stella responds to Stanley’s complaint about her going out with Blanche in Scene 2 by 
reassuring him: ‘I put you a cold plate on ice’. 

• Stanley’s dominant role is reinforced through Williams’s use of an animal metaphor in Scene 
1 to describe him as a ‘a richly feathered male bird among hens’, and a kingship metaphor in 
Scene 8 to convey his sense of entitlement as he tells Stella ‘I am the king around here, so 
don’t forget it!’. 

 
In their attitudes to women, Stanley and Mitch can both be seen as stereotypes of the 
sexist 1940s’ male. 
• Stanley’s sexist attitude is demonstrated in Scene 1 through the stage direction ‘He sizes 

women up at a glance, with sexual classifications’ and the stage direction in Scene 3 
describing how he ‘gives a loud whack of his hand on [Stella’s] thigh’. 

• The way Stanley and Mitch judge Blanche on the basis of her sexual history provides 
additional evidence for seeing them as stereotypes of the sexist American male. Stanley’s 
misogynistic views are conveyed through 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 image, declaring: ‘Sister Blanche is no lily’. 

• The image contained in Mitch’s declaration that Blanche is ‘not clean enough to bring in the 
house with my mother’ encourages us to view him, too, as a stereotype of the chauvinistic 
American male by showing him to subscribe to the era’s double standards surrounding male 
and female sexual conduct, which dictated that men could have multiple sexual partners but 
that women must remain virgins until marriage.  

• The fact that Mitch tries to force himself on Blanche after rejecting her as a prospective wife, 
as indicated by the stage direction ‘fumbling to embrace her’ and his insistence that he wants 
‘What I been missing all summer’, reinforces our perception of him as a stereotype of the 
sexist male by suggesting that he sees ‘fallen’ women as ‘fair game’.  

 
Williams’s portrayal of Stanley’s violence encourages us to see him as the stereotype of 
the working-class, belligerent male. 
• Williams expressed his despair at the loss of the South’s aristocratic values when he claimed 

‘I write out of love for the South… a culture that had grace, elegance, and inbred culture’, 



 

and his portrayal of Stanley can be seen as a condemnation of the stereotype of the brutish 
American male of the new world. 

• The idea that Williams uses Stanley’s character to criticize new-world masculinity is 
supported by the way Blanche labels him a ‘survivor of the stone age’ and issues Stella with 
the impassioned imperative: ‘don’t hang back with the brutes.’ 

• It is also suggested through Williams’s use of offstage action in Scene 3 to depict Stanley’s 
assault on Stella: ‘There is the sound of a blow. Stella cries out’. Williams underscores 
Stanley’s brutishness through the animal metaphor Stella uses to pronounce him a ‘drunk – 
animal thing’ and the use of ‘Dissonant brass and piano sounds’ to symbolize his volatility.  

• Eunice’s hope that Stanley will be hauled in by the police ‘same as the last time’ invites us 
to see him as a stereotype of the violent working-class male by indicating that his rages are 
a regular occurrence.  

 
Mitch briefly conforms to a contrasting stereotype of the American male by playing the 
gentleman during his courtship of Blanche. 
• Williams presents Mitch as the stereotype of the gentleman through his use of caesurae to 

create a hesitant tone that suggests his concern about overstepping boundaries when he asks 
Blanche: ‘Can I – uh – kiss you – good night?’  

• Mitch also embodies the stereotype of chivalrous suitor through the way he brings Blanche 
‘a bunch of roses’ in Scene 5 and complies with the imperatives she uses to instruct him in 
courtship rituals: ‘Bow to me first! Now present them’.  

• The idea that Mitch fulfils the stereotype of the gentleman is reinforced through Blanche’s 
labelling of him as ‘a natural gentleman’. 

• However, Mitch’s reaction to finding out the truth about Blanche’s past challenges our 
perception of him as a gentleman. 

 
Stanley can also be seen as a stereotype of the American male because Williams presents 
him as an alpha male. 
• An alpha male is a natural-born leader who dominates those around them. Stanley’s ambition 

is reflected in Stella’s claim that he is ‘the only one of his crowd that’s likely to get 
anywhere’, while his status as leader is clear from the way he issues Mitch with imperatives 
such as ‘Sit down!’. 

• Williams reinforces Stanley’s alpha male status in Scene 3 when he responds to Mitch’s 
claim that he needs to go home to his sick mother by telling him: ‘Hurry back and we’ll fix 
you a sugar-tit’. This vulgar colloquialism, which is intended to emasculate Mitch, reinforces 
our perception of Stanley as the leader of his group of friends.  

• Stanley’s influence over Mitch is also clear from the way Mitch does not challenge Blanche’s 
removal from the apartment in Scene 11, despite demonstrating his awareness that Stanley 
has acted wrongly through the bitter, accusatory tone of his outburst: ‘You! You done this’. 
 

Mitch’s sensitivity, meanwhile, allows us to view him as the stereotype of the beta male. 
• Beta males are kind, sensitive and unassuming, and these qualities can clearly be seen in 

Mitch. His compassion is revealed in Scene 3 when he admits to worrying about his 
mother– ‘All the while I keep wondering how she is’ – and his sentimentality is reflected 
in the way he keeps the cigarette case given to him by a dying girl.  

• Williams also uses the stage directions in Scene 6 to highlight Mitch’s tenderness towards 
Blanche: ‘He kisses her forehead and her eyes and finally her lips’. 



 

• Another reason for seeing Mitch as conforming to the beta male stereotype is that he shows 
his vulnerable side when by crying in Scene 11, as indicated by the stage direction ‘Mitch 
collapses at the table, sobbing’.  

 
However, the fact that Mitch embodies so many contradictory stereotypes of the 
American male suggests that he cannot be reduced to a single stereotype.  
• The way Williams incorporates into his character elements of the soldier, the working-class 

hero, the gentleman, the chauvinist and the beta male suggests that male identity in the new 
world is complex and constantly being negotiated. Rather than seeing Mitch as a stereotype 
of the American male, we can perhaps more accurately see his character as the site of 
conflict between competing visions of masculinity in 1940s’ America. 

 
Equally, the extent of Stanley’s villainy arguably discourages us from viewing him as a 
mere stereotype of the American male.  
• In raping Blanche and then orchestrating her admission to a psychiatric unit, Stanley 

surpasses the degree of misogyny we might expect from the typical 1940s’ American male 
and displays a level of self-interestedness that places him beyond mere stereotypes.  

• The extent of Stanley’s opportunism is revealed through Williams’s use of the stage 
direction ‘He steps towards her, biting his tongue which protrudes between his lips’, which 
portrays him as a dangerous predator, and the stage direction ‘Stanley picks up the inert 
figure of Blanche and carries her to the bed’, which highlights Blanche’s defenselessness.  

• Stanley’s rape of Blanche also threatens our perception of him as a stereotype of the 
American patriot and working-class hero because these stereotypes are rooted in moral 
values which he fails to uphold. 

 
This overview has shown that Stanley and Mitch embody a range of stereotypes of the 
American male. Yet it has also shown that both are complex characters who can be seen as 
individuals in their own right. By presenting two male characters who both reflect and 
challenge stereotypes of the American male, Williams highlights the impact of the social 
changes of the postwar era on changing conceptions of American masculinity, and expresses 
his concern that the positive traits associated with Southern masculinity are being lost in the 
transition from old world to new.  


