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Blanche DuBois and the Southern Belle
Tennessee Williams’ famous play A Streetcar Named Desire presents Blanche DuBois as a deeply troubled character.  After the revelation that her husband was a homosexual and his subsequent suicide Blanche casts aside the expectations of a “southern belle” and allows her sexuality to flourish in a number of encounters with various men.  Due to the harsh judgment that a southern woman would receive during the 1940’s for exploring her sexuality, Blanche is compelled to disguise her “loose morals” with a front of prudish behavior that is typically expected of the archetypal southern belle.  In the play, Blanche says, “A woman’s charm is fifty percent illusion…” (Williams 41)  Blanche perpetuates her illusion throughout most of the play but reveals her true identity shortly before going mad.  Blanche’s need to disguise her identity and her subsequent breakdown are products of her sexuality, society’s inability to accept it, and her own trouble meeting societal standards.
	In Wei Fang’s article “Blanche’s Destruction: Feminist Analysis on A Streetcar Named Desire” Blanche’s reaction to societal standards is discussed: “Like a delicate and fragile work of art handed down from American Old South, she cannot get rid of a set of hypocritical, strict and controversial moral standards and shows difficulty in adapting to modern culture. She is doomed to undergo misfortunes, lose self and finally go to destruction.” (Fang  2)  Blanche is constantly trying to hide her true identity throughout the play.  The first scene in which we meet Blanche she takes a straight shot of whiskey 
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while no one is around and then once Stella enters the room Blanche feigns a search for liquor, neglecting to mention that she has already had a drink and knows where the bottle is: “Open your pretty mouth and talk while I look around for some liquor!  I know you must have some liquor on the place!  Now where could it be, I wonder?” (Williams 19) She is hesitant to drink too much, even in front of her own sister.  She also lies about how much she drank when she declares, “One’s my limit.” (Williams 21)  This serves as our first glimpse at Blanche’s attempt to disguise her identity in order to perpetuate the standards of the “southern belle.”
	Wei Fang states, “In the south, the men as the center of the society control money, power and even women…Women live a life of dependence on them, both economically and mentally…Women have to keep beautiful appearance, behave graciously and flirt with men in order to please them. It is inevitable that women would lose their self when faced with traditional customs and strict standards set by men.” (Fang 2-3)  The society that Blanche was raised in has fostered a belief that women should be dependent on men.  Her investment in that mindset plays a large role in her descent into madness.  Blanche is constantly concerned with her appearance.  In her first conversation with Stella she changes the subject to state, “You haven’t said a word about my appearance.” (Williams 21)  She goes on to brag about her weight: “I want you to look at my figure!  You know I haven’t put on one ounce in ten years, Stella?” (Williams 22)  In a semi-flirtatious dialogue with Stanley, Blanche declares, “Clothes are my passion!” (Williams 38)  She also wishes for Stanley to compliment her by asking, “Would you think it possible that I was once considered to be…attractive?” (Williams 39)  Blanche is overly invested in her 
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personal appearance (another trademark of the “southern belle”).  The southern society she was brought up in has fostered a need to be considered attractive and pleasant by the men around her.
	Blanche is exceedingly dependent on men.  She already considers herself an old maid at the age of thirty and looks to men to reassert her beauty and provide financial support.  Her desperation is evident when she tells Stella, “I want to be near you, got to be with somebody, I can’t be alone!” (Williams 23)  She also says that she took a trip to Miami “as an investment, thinking I’d meet someone with a million dollars.” (Williams 66)  It is clear that Blanche is unable to function without a man in her life to support her.  She is desperate to avoid the societal stigma of becoming an “old maid” and looks to whichever man can help her escape her fate.  
	She begins to seduce and manipulate Mitch in the guise of the “southern belle.”  Though she begins dating Mitch, her hidden sexual identity comes out when she kisses the young man collecting for The Evening Star newspaper.  After receiving the necessary attention from the young man, she returns to her “southern belle” identity once she sees Mitch, the man she is becoming dependent on, approaching.  In her relationship with Mitch we can see her perpetuating stereotypes of the lady and the southern gentleman.  This is most evident when Mitch arrives after Blanche has kissed the young man: “Look who’s coming!...Bow to me first…now present them!” (Williams 84)  She demands that Mitch act a certain way when giving her flowers.  The guise of the “southern belle” is evident, but it is her hidden identity that is allowing her to manipulate Mitch to become a man she may be dependent on.
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	Blanche’s sexuality is a driving force towards her descent into madness.  A definite 
parallel can be drawn between society’s inability to accept Blanche’s sexuality and its inability to accept her deceased husband Allen’s sexuality.  Fang says that “Blanche’s deep love to her husband Allen and his death ignite the fuse of desire. In the South, 
a kind of puritan ethics are carried out, and homosexuality is universally unacceptable as an immoral deed. It is this idea that is implanted into Blanche’s mind since she’s young. Naturally, when she finds the boy she loves deeply is a homosexual, she is shocked and hurt, and doesn’t know what to do but pretend.” (Fang 4)  Both society and Blanche herself do not accept Allen’s sexuality.  After his suicide, Blanche’s promiscuity is also frowned upon my society.  
	In Lee R. Edwards article “Sexuality, Maternity, and Selfhood” he discusses Edna’s sexuality in Kate Chopin’s The Awakening.  He says that Edna expresses “…feelings towards both her own denied sensuality and the sanctioned structures of repression…Isolation and sexual abstinence is the only viable alternative, but Edna cannot endure a solitary life.” (Edwards 283-284)  There is a clear parallel between Edna and Blanche’s sexuality.  They are both constricted by societal norms not to indulge in their desires though they both express urges that are only partially fulfilled.
	Stanley serves as the antithesis of the sexual identity that Blanche attempts to hide throughout the play.  He is the exact opposite of the “southern belle.”  His sexuality and passion never has any need to be disguised.  His actions and speech are unfiltered.  We get a good example of this from his first few lines in the play: “Hey, there!  Stella, baby!...Catch!...Meat!” (Williams 13-14)  He is animalistic in his short, monosyllabic 
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replies to Stella.  His straightforward nature is something that Blanche cannot possess herself.  Blanche and Stanley do not get along and are constantly disagreeing with one another, much like how Blanche’s “southern belle” identity and her sexual identity do not get along.  It is the final confrontation with Stanley’s animalistic, sexual self (the same identity within Blanche that she is compelled to hide) that leads to her madness.
	Blanche DuBois’ descent into madness is the product of several factors in her life.  Her husband’s death led to her promiscuous lifestyle.  Her newfound sexuality was not accepted by society and was contrary to the image of the “southern belle” she was raised to perpetuate.  Her attempt to hide her sexual identity ended in disaster when confronted with Stanley, the exact opposite of the prudish persona she was trying to convey.  It was during this confrontation that her true sexual nature, “southern belle” guise, and society’s lack of understanding became too much for Blanche to handle.  Her madness was a product of these unfortunate factors.
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