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Abstract  

Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named Desire presents one of the most 

psychologically complex female protagonists in modern American drama. 

Blanche DuBois emerges as a tragic figure shaped by trauma, repression, 

desire, and delusion. This article offers a psychoanalytic reading of Blanche’s 

tragedy by examining how her past experiences—including the decline of 

Southern aristocracy, the loss of Belle Reve, and the suicide of her young 

husband Allan Grey—contribute to her psychological fragmentation. 

Drawing upon Freudian concepts such as repression, defence mechanisms, 

repetition compulsion, and the conflict between Eros and Thanatos, the paper 

argues that Blanche’s behaviour reflects unresolved psychological trauma 

rather than moral weakness. The study also incorporates Lacanian 

perspectives on desire and identity to further analyse Blanche’s reliance on 

illusion. Ultimately, Blanche’s tragedy illustrates the destructive 

consequences of unresolved trauma and the fragile boundary between 

illusion and reality. Tennessee Williams portrays Blanche with compassion, 

highlighting the fragility of human identity. Blanche’s final retreat into 

illusion underscores the thin boundary between sanity and madness. Her 

famous line, “I have always depended on the kindness of strangers,” remains 

one of the most poignant expressions of vulnerability in modern drama. 

Blanche’s tragedy continues to resonate with readers and audiences because 

it reflects universal human fears: ageing, loneliness, rejection, and 

psychological instability. Blanche DuBois thus emerges as a symbol of fragile 

humanity. Her tragedy is not merely personal but universal. Through 

Blanche, Tennessee Williams explores the psychological complexities of 

modern life and the enduring impact of trauma.   
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Tennessee Williams’s A Streetcar Named 

Desire (1947) remains one of the most influential 

plays in modern American drama. The play 

explores themes of desire, illusion, madness, 

and social conflict through the tragic character 

of Blanche DuBois. Blanche’s psychological 

fragility and gradual descent into madness 

make her one of the most compelling figures in 

twentieth‑century literature. Her behaviour, 

often interpreted as deception or moral 

weakness, can instead be understood as the 

result of unresolved trauma and psychological 

repression. 

Psychoanalytic criticism provides an 

effective framework for analysing Blanche’s 

character. Sigmund Freud’s theories of 

repression, trauma, and unconscious desire 

illuminate Blanche’s psychological conflicts. 

Blanche’s dependence on illusion, fear of reality, 

and compulsive search for affection suggest 

deep unconscious anxieties rooted in past 

experiences. Her tragic downfall is therefore not 

simply the result of external circumstances but 

the culmination of internal psychological 

struggles. Blanche’s past is haunted by multiple 

traumatic experiences: the decline of the 

aristocratic Southern family, the loss of Belle 

Reve, and most significantly, the suicide of her 

young husband Allan Grey. These events leave 

deep psychological scars that shape her 

subsequent behaviour, emotional instability, 

and compulsive dependence on illusion. From a 

psychoanalytic perspective, these traumatic 

experiences operate as repressed memories that 

continually resurface in disguised forms, 

influencing Blanche’s personality, desires, and 

delusions. Moreover, Freudian concepts of 

repetition compulsion, and death drive 

illuminate Blanche’s behaviour. Lacanian theory 

further explains her dependence on fantasy. 

Blanche’s relationships, memories, and 

breakdown reveal psychological conflict.  

This paper examines Blanche’s tragedy 

through three major psychoanalytic 

dimensions: trauma, desire, and delusion. By 

analysing Blanche’s relationships, memories, 

and psychological decline, this article argues 

that Blanche’s tragedy reflects the destructive 

consequences of unresolved trauma and the 

human tendency to retreat into illusion when 

confronted with unbearable reality.  

Psychoanalytic criticism emphasises the 

role of unconscious desires and repressed 

memories in shaping human behaviour. Freud 

argues that traumatic experiences are often 

repressed into the unconscious mind and later 

resurface in disguised forms. Blanche’s 

behaviour demonstrates this psychological 

process. Her compulsive lying, fear of light, and 

emotional instability reflect unresolved trauma. 

Freud’s concept of repression is particularly 

relevant to Blanche’s character. Repression 

occurs when painful experiences are pushed 

into the unconscious mind. Blanche represses 

her past trauma, particularly Allan Grey’s 

suicide. However, these memories resurface 

through hallucinations and emotional 

breakdowns. Freud’s concept of repetition 

compulsion also explains Blanche’s behaviour. 

Individuals often repeat traumatic experiences 

in an attempt to master them. Blanche’s 

repeated relationships with younger men reflect 

her unconscious attempt to recreate her lost love 

with Allan.  

Blanche’s psychological trauma begins 

with the decline of the Southern aristocratic 

world to which she belongs. She represents a 

fading social class characterised by refinement, 

tradition, and social superiority. The loss of 

Belle Reve symbolises not only economic ruin 

but also the collapse of Blanche’s identity. Belle 

Reve, meaning “beautiful dream,” represents 

Blanche’s nostalgic attachment to the past. 

Blanche repeatedly refers to the deaths of her 

relatives and the gradual loss of her family 

estate. These experiences create a sense of 

emotional isolation and psychological burden. 

According to Freud, traumatic experiences that 

cannot be processed consciously are repressed 

into the unconscious mind. Blanche’s memories 

of death and decay remain unresolved, 

contributing to her emotional instability. Her 
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statement, “Deaths! The opposite is desire,” 

reflects the conflict between life and death 

instincts. Freud’s concept of Eros and Thanatos 

is particularly relevant. Blanche’s desire for love 

represents the life instinct, while her 

self‑destructive behaviour reflects the death 

drive. 

The most significant traumatic event in 

Blanche’s life is the suicide of her young 

husband Allan Grey. Blanche’s discovery of 

Allan’s homosexuality creates a profound 

emotional shock. Her inability to understand 

Allan’s identity and her subsequent 

condemnation lead to his suicide. This incident 

leaves Blanche burdened with guilt and 

unresolved grief. Blanche recalls the incident 

with intense emotion. She describes how the 

“searchlight” that illuminated her world was 

suddenly extinguished. This metaphor 

symbolises the loss of innocence and emotional 

security. Blanche’s compulsive search for 

affection can be interpreted as an attempt to 

recover lost love. Freud’s concept of repetition 

compulsion explains Blanche’s behaviour. 

Blanche’s relationships with younger men 

reflect her desire to recreate her lost connection 

with Allan. 

Blanche’s desire functions as a coping 

mechanism. Her longing for love leads her to 

create illusions about her identity. Blanche’s 

relationship with Mitch represents her desire for 

emotional stability. She constructs an image of 

herself as refined and innocent, concealing her 

past. However, Mitch’s discovery of the truth 

leads to the collapse of her illusions. This 

rejection intensifies her psychological 

breakdown. 

Blanche’s reliance on illusion is central to 

her psychological survival. She avoids bright 

light, symbolising her fear of reality. The paper 

lantern represents her attempt to soften truth. 

Blanche’s alcoholism further illustrates her 

attempt to escape reality. Blanche’s dependence 

on alcohol illustrates her psychological distress. 

She secretly drinks alcohol to cope with anxiety. 

Alcohol functions as an escape mechanism, 

allowing Blanche to avoid confronting reality. 

Freud suggests that individuals often rely on 

substitutes to cope with emotional pain. Further, 

alcoholism is a death drive which attracts an 

individual who is already in the charge of 

Thanatos. Blanche seeks comfort in alcohol 

because she unconsciously wishes to destroy 

herself. Blanche’s drinking also contributes to 

her mental instability. Her emotional outbursts 

become more frequent as her psychological 

condition deteriorates. Blanche’s frequent 

bathing serves as another symbolic expression 

of her psychological condition. She repeatedly 

takes baths to calm her nerves. These baths 

symbolise purification and escape from reality. 

Blanche attempts to cleanse herself of guilt and 

trauma. From a psychoanalytic perspective, this 

behaviour reflects obsessive tendencies. 

Blanche’s bathing rituals represent her attempt 

to wash away her past. However, these rituals 

fail to provide lasting relief. Her trauma 

continues to resurface. Light and darkness 

function as important symbols in Blanche’s 

psychological world. Blanche avoids bright light 

because it exposes truth. She prefers dim 

lighting, which allows her to maintain illusion. 

This behaviour reflects her fear of reality. The 

paper lantern symbolises Blanche’s attempt to 

conceal truth. When Stanley tears the lantern, it 

symbolises the destruction of Blanche’s 

illusions. The Varsouviana polka music 

symbolises Blanche’s traumatic memory of 

Allan’s death. The music recurs whenever 

Blanche recalls the incident. This represents 

Freud’s concept of repetition compulsion.  

Another important dimension of 

Blanche’s psychological condition is her 

obsession with youth and beauty. Blanche 

constantly attempts to appear younger than her 

actual age. She avoids bright light, uses dim 

lighting, and carefully constructs her 

appearance. This behaviour reflects her fear of 

ageing and loss of desirability. From a 

psychoanalytic perspective, this fear reflects 

narcissistic anxiety. Freud associates narcissism 

http://www.rjelal.com/


Research Journal of English Language and Literature (RJELAL) 
A Peer Reviewed (Refereed) International Journal 
Impact Factor 6.8992 (ICI) http://www.rjelal.com;  

Email:editorrjelal@gmail.com; ISSN:2395-2636 (P); 2321-3108(O)  

Vol.14.Issue 2. 2026 
 (April-June) 

 

70 Satyasundar Pradhan 
 

with self‑image and ego preservation. Blanche’s 

fragile ego depends upon external validation. 

As she ages, she fears losing male attention. This 

fear intensifies her psychological instability. Her 

repeated statements about her fading beauty 

demonstrate her insecurity. Blanche’s 

interaction with the young newspaper boy 

further illustrates her psychological state. Her 

flirtation with the young boy reveals her 

attempt to recapture lost youth. This moment 

reflects both desire and guilt. Blanche 

immediately withdraws after kissing him, 

indicating internal conflict.   

Mitch represents Blanche’s final hope for 

emotional stability. Unlike Stanley, Mitch 

displays sensitivity and compassion. Blanche 

believes that marriage with Mitch will provide 

security. She constructs an idealised image of 

herself to win his affection. However, when 

Mitch learns about Blanche’s past, he rejects her. 

This rejection intensifies Blanche’s emotional 

collapse. Mitch’s rejection symbolises society’s 

intolerance toward female sexuality. Blanche’s 

past relationships lead to social condemnation. 

This moment reflects Freud’s concept of anxiety. 

Blanche’s fear of abandonment becomes reality. 

Her psychological defence mechanisms 

collapse.  

Stanley Kowalski represents reality. His 

aggressive masculinity challenges Blanche’s 

illusions. Stanley’s investigation into Blanche’s 

past exposes her fabrications. Stanley’s sexual 

assault represents the ultimate destruction of 

Blanche’s illusions. This trauma leads to her 

mental breakdown. Blanche’s descent into 

madness reflects unresolved trauma. Her belief 

in Shep Huntleigh illustrates delusional 

thinking. Her famous line, “I have always 

depended on the kindness of strangers,” reveals 

her detachment from reality. Lacan argues that 

desire is shaped by lack. Blanche’s longing 

reflects emotional absence. Stanley disrupts 

Blanche’s imaginary world. Blanche’s tragedy is 

shaped by patriarchy. Her dependence on male 

validation reflects gender expectations. 

Blanche’s tragedy also reflects cultural conflict 

between the Old South and the New South. 

Blanche represents aristocratic values, 

refinement, and tradition. Stanley represents 

modern industrial society and working‑class 

masculinity. This cultural conflict intensifies 

Blanche’s psychological distress. She feels 

alienated in Stanley’s world. Her inability to 

adapt contributes to her downfall.  

Stanley’s masculinity represents physical 

dominance and aggression. His violent 

behaviour contrasts with Blanche’s sensitivity. 

Stanley’s aggression reflects primitive instincts 

associated with Freud’s concept of the id. 

Blanche, in contrast, represents refinement and 

civilisation. The conflict between Stanley and 

Blanche reflects the struggle between instinct 

and culture. Stanley’s victory symbolises the 

triumph of primitive forces over civilisation. 

Stanley’s violence also intensifies Blanche’s 

trauma. His verbal and physical aggression 

destabilises her psychologically. The final 

assault represents ultimate domination and 

destruction.  

Stella plays an important role in Blanche’s 

psychological decline. Although she 

sympathises with Blanche, she ultimately 

supports Stanley. Stella’s dependence on 

Stanley reflects patriarchal power structures. 

Her refusal to believe Blanche’s accusation 

contributes to Blanche’s isolation. From a 

psychoanalytic perspective, Stella represents 

compromise with reality. She accepts Stanley’s 

world, while Blanche rejects it. This difference 

intensifies their conflict.  

Blanche’s fragmented speech and shifting 

memories reflect psychological instability. She 

frequently moves between past and present, 

demonstrating her inability to maintain 

coherent identity. Freud suggests that trauma 

disrupts memory and consciousness. Blanche’s 

fragmented narrative reflects this disruption. 

Her recollections of Belle Reve and Allan Grey 

appear intermittently. These memories surface 

unexpectedly, suggesting unconscious 
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repression. Blanche’s mind attempts to process 

trauma but fails to integrate these experiences.  

Blanche’s sexuality is shaped by guilt and 

repression. After Allan’s death, Blanche engages 

in multiple relationships. These encounters can 

be interpreted as attempts to fill emotional void. 

However, society condemns her behaviour. 

Blanche internalises this judgement, leading to 

guilt. Freud’s theory of superego helps explain 

Blanche’s anxiety. Her superego condemns her 

desires, creating internal conflict. Blanche 

oscillates between desire and guilt, resulting in 

emotional instability.  

Blanche’s behaviour can also be 

interpreted through Freud’s concept of hysteria. 

Freud associates hysteria with repressed trauma 

that manifests through emotional instability, 

anxiety, and physical symptoms. Blanche 

displays many characteristics of hysteria: 

nervousness, emotional breakdowns, 

hallucinations, and exaggerated reactions. 

Blanche’s frequent references to her nerves 

reflect psychological distress. She repeatedly 

claims that she is not well and needs rest. Her 

nervous condition suggests unresolved trauma. 

Freud argues that hysterical symptoms often 

represent repressed memories. Blanche’s 

hallucinations and auditory illusions, such as 

the Varsouviana polka music, illustrate this 

phenomenon. Blanche’s emotional outbursts 

also reflect hysterical tendencies. Her shifting 

moods—from excitement to despair—

demonstrate psychological instability. These 

symptoms reinforce the psychoanalytic 

interpretation of her character. Besides, 

Blanche’s ultimate collapse may be interpreted 

as the symbolic death of a hysteric patient. 

Unlike an obsessional neurotic patient, a 

hysteric patient is unable to avoid the final 

breakdown. In case of obsessional neurotic 

patients, the life instinct survives them after any 

catastrophic incident by reinforcing the life 

force. On the contrary, a hysteric patient is 

unable to survive because of the more powerful 

death drive which does not allow the erotic 

instinct to reinforce. Hence, Blanche is unable to 

control her mental stability after the catastrophic 

incident.   

Freud’s theory of dreams provides 

further insight into Blanche’s psychological 

world. Freud suggests that dreams express 

repressed desires in disguised forms. Blanche’s 

fantasies function similarly. She imagines rescue 

by Shep Huntleigh, a wealthy admirer who 

represents security and escape. This fantasy 

reveals Blanche’s unconscious desire for 

protection. Her imaginary rescue reflects wish 

fulfilment. Blanche’s fantasies become 

increasingly elaborate as her psychological 

condition deteriorates. Her retreat into fantasy 

demonstrates the power of unconscious desire. 

Blanche’s inability to distinguish between 

fantasy and reality marks her final descent into 

madness.  

Freud’s concept of the death drive 

explains Blanche’s self‑destructive behaviour. 

Blanche repeatedly engages in actions that lead 

to her downfall. Her relationships, lies, and 

confrontations reflect unconscious 

self‑destruction. Blanche’s attraction to 

dangerous situations reflects Thanatos. Her 

mental breakdown represents the culmination 

of this destructive impulse. Blanche’s final 

breakdown occurs after Stanley’s assault. This 

traumatic event destroys her remaining sense of 

reality. Blanche retreats entirely into fantasy. 

Her belief in Shep Huntleigh represents 

delusional thinking. Her famous statement, “I 

have always depended on the kindness of 

strangers,” reflects her complete psychological 

withdrawal. Blanche accepts illusion as reality.  

 Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory 

provides another useful framework for 

understanding Blanche’s tragedy. Lacan divides 

human experience into three orders: the 

Imaginary, the Symbolic, and the Real. Blanche 

largely inhabits the Imaginary order, where 

illusion and fantasy dominate. She constructs an 

idealised image of herself as refined, beautiful, 

and desirable. This imaginary identity protects 

her from confronting reality. Stanley, on the 
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other hand, represents the Symbolic order. He 

insists on facts, documents, and truth. His 

investigation into Blanche’s past forces her to 

confront reality. The clash between Blanche and 

Stanley therefore reflects the conflict between 

the Imaginary and Symbolic orders. The Real 

emerges during Blanche’s final breakdown. The 

Real represents unbearable truth that cannot be 

symbolised. Stanley’s assault shatters Blanche’s 

illusions, forcing her into confrontation with the 

Real. Unable to cope, Blanche retreats entirely 

into delusion.   

Blanche’s tragedy is intensified by 

isolation. She lacks social support and emotional 

stability. Her alienation reflects modern 

existential anxiety. Blanche feels disconnected 

from reality and society. Her loneliness 

intensifies her dependence on illusion. Blanche’s 

psychological breakdown reflects the 

destructive effects of isolation.  

Blanche’s tragedy ultimately reflects the 

fragility of identity. Her sense of self depends 

upon illusion, desire, and memory. When these 

elements collapse, Blanche loses psychological 

stability. Blanche’s journey demonstrates the 

human need for illusion. Her character suggests 

that reality can be unbearable without fantasy. 

Tennessee Williams portrays illusion not merely 

as deception but as psychological survival.  

Music plays an important role in 

expressing Blanche’s unconscious mind. The 

Varsouviana polka appears whenever Blanche 

recalls Allan’s death. This recurring music 

symbolises traumatic memory. The use of sound 

reflects psychoanalytic technique. The audience 

experiences Blanche’s psychological state 

through auditory cues. Tennessee Williams 

employs music to represent unconscious 

processes. Tennessee Williams uses stage 

directions to emphasise Blanche’s psychological 

state. The recurring music, lighting effects, and 

symbolic props reflect Blanche’s inner world. 

These theatrical techniques reinforce 

psychoanalytic interpretation. The Varsouviana 

music, dim lighting, and paper lantern function 

as extensions of Blanche’s mind. Williams 

transforms the stage into a representation of 

psychological experience.  

Scholars have offered diverse 

interpretations of Blanche’s character. Some 

critics view her as a symbol of vulnerability, 

while others interpret her as self-delusional. 

Psychoanalytic critics emphasise her trauma 

and repression. Freudian psychoanalysis 

explains Blanche’s behaviour through 

repression, repetition compulsion, hysteria, and 

death drive. Lacanian theory further illuminates 

her dependence on fantasy and desire. Harold 

Bloom interprets Blanche as a tragic heroine 

shaped by psychological conflict. Blanche’s 

interactions with Stanley, Stella, and Mitch 

reveal psychological conflict. Feminist critics 

highlight gender oppression and patriarchal 

power structures. These interpretations 

reinforce the complexity of Blanche’s character. 

Blanche DuBois emerges as a profoundly 

tragic figure shaped by trauma, desire, 

repression, and psychological delusion. Her 

psychological instability reflects unresolved 

trauma from the loss of Belle Reve, the decline 

of Southern aristocracy, and Allan Grey’s 

suicide. Hence, she suffers from deep emotional 

wounds. Blanche’s reliance on illusion functions 

as a defence mechanism against painful reality. 

Her tragic downfall illustrates the destructive 

consequences of repression and psychological 

conflict. Tennessee Williams portrays Blanche 

with empathy and compassion. Her 

vulnerability evokes sympathy rather than 

condemnation. Blanche’s tragedy ultimately 

reflects the fragility of human identity and the 

enduring impact of trauma. Her downfall 

reflects the destructive effects of unresolved 

psychological conflict.  

Blanche DuBois stands as one of the most 

complex tragic figures in modern drama. Her 

tragedy follows a modern tragic structure. Her 

downfall results from psychological conflict 

rather than fate. Her tragic journey reflects 

emotional deterioration. Blanche’s final removal 
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to the asylum symbolises ultimate defeat. 

Hence, Blanche can be interpreted as a modern 

tragic heroine. Unlike classical tragic heroes, her 

downfall results from psychological conflict 

rather than moral flaw. Her vulnerability evokes 

sympathy. Blanche’s tragedy reflects modern 

anxieties about identity, sexuality, and 

psychological instability. Blanche’s character 

reflects anxieties of modern society. The decline 

of traditional values and rise of industrial 

culture create instability. Blanche’s inability to 

adapt reflects cultural transformation. Her 

tragedy represents the loss of tradition and 

identity. Blanche becomes a victim of 

modernity. She is similar to the figure in Paul 

Klee’s painting, Angelus Novus:  

His face is turned toward the past. Where 

we perceive a chain of events, he sees one 

single catastrophe which keeps piling 

wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in 

front of his feet. The angel would like to 

stay, awaken the dead, and make whole 

what has been smashed. But a storm is 

blowing from Paradise; it has got caught 

in his wings with such violence that the 

angel can no longer close them. The storm 

irresistibly propels him into the future to 

which his back is turned, while the pile of 

debris before him grows skyward 

(Benjamin 249).  

Tennessee Williams portrays Blanche 

with compassion and sensitivity. Her 

vulnerability evokes sympathy rather than 

judgement. Blanche’s tragedy reflects universal 

human fears: ageing, loneliness, rejection, and 

psychological instability. Blanche’s final retreat 

into illusion highlights the fragile boundary 

between sanity and madness. Her dependence 

on strangers symbolises human vulnerability. 

Blanche DuBois thus remains one of the most 

complex tragic figures in modern literature. 

Through Blanche’s character, Tennessee 

Williams explores the psychological 

consequences of trauma and repression. 

Blanche’s tragedy continues to resonate with 

readers because it reflects universal human 

experience. Her character demonstrates that 

illusion may serve as psychological survival, yet 

ultimately, reality cannot be escaped. Blanche 

DuBois stands as a symbol of fragile humanity, 

caught between desire and reality, past and 

present, illusion and truth. Her tragedy 

represents the enduring psychological struggle 

at the heart of modern existence.  Her character 

remains relevant to contemporary audiences.  
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