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JHigher Critical Essay Practice Booklet (Drama)

Answering Critical Essay tasks using the text ‘A Streetcar Named Desire’.

There are three main types of CE questions in the Drama section: character,
theme, scene/situation.

Obviously, these definitions overlap in every task, but they provide an
approximate guide.

After dealing with character we must now look at answering a theme question and
one on a scene or situation.

Q Firstly, what is a theme question asking you about?

A With a theme question, you are being asked directly about the ideas in the text.
As in all questions, you must explain your understanding of the theme, or central
concerns of the text (its profound meaning). The difference between this and
other questions is that the first sentence of this task will refer directly to these
ideas.

Here are some examples of theme questions:

e Choose a play in which the dramatist explores the conflict between opposing
values and ideas.
Show how the dramatist makes you aware of the conflict and discuss the extent to
which you find the resolution of the conflict satisfying.

o Choose a play whose main theme concerns one of the following: power,
corruption, disillusionment.
Explain how the dramatist introduces the theme and discuss to what extent you
found the way it is explored in the play enhanced your understanding of the
theme.

o Choose a play with a clear political or social or religious message.

Outline briefly what the message is and go on briefly to explain the methods by
which the dramatist makes you aware of it.

All of these questions can be answered using ‘A Streetcar Named Desire’. Over the
following pages suggestions for essay structuring and quotations are given. If you
want to attain the highest possible grade in the exam, it is imperative that you practise
following such structures and answering questions relevantly in 45 minutes.
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TASK

Choose a play in which the dramatist explores the conflict between opposing values

and ideas.

Show how the dramatist makes you aware of the conflict and discuss the extent 10

which you find the resolution of the conflict satisfying.

Diagram of thoughts

I_Blanche:
Values/Ideas:

importance of education
for status (high culture —
literature especially);

laments what she sees
as deterioration into what
she sees as vulgar,
primitive, brutal,
uncivilised society;

nostalgic for old values
and social hierarchies
(systems of power);

feels the need to
manipulate the powerful
in order to ensure her
survival (this seems to
conflict with her
principles);

imagines how the world
ought to be, rather than
settling for the way things
are.

The essay:

Characters represent
opposing ideas and sets
of values in text.

b e S e )

Opposing
values
and ideas
in the text,
in no
particular
order.

Stanley:
Values/Ideas:

eminence of male, machismo
culture and status within that;

his right to dominate others through
his physical presence and
masculinity;

has contempt for women — only
considers them as sexual objects
for possession;

he values highly and has pride in
his sexual magnetism — ‘Animal

| OYRE

unrefined, pleasure-based, brash,
unintellectual behaviour;

physical/sexual prowess;

no respect for old fashioned social
hierarchy — represents new world of
harsh competitive market — idea of
survival of the fittest. No room for

compassion or sensitivity. Only the
ruthless survive,
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Streetcar — 1° critical evaluation
Introduction:

Tennessee Williams® compelling play ‘A Streetcar Named Desire” utilises conflicting
values and ideas to convey its main themes. Although there are four central
characters in this play, the conflict which exposes the author’s central theme occurs
between the two most memorable protagonists, Blanche Dubois and Stanley
Kowalski. These characters represent opposing sets of values about society: Stanley
stands for the idea that society is like a jungle and the fittest should, justifiably,
survive; Blanche represents the view that we should not settle for Stanley’s social
code of savagery, that a better world can be imagined. Williams skilfully uses these
characters as vehicles for his debate between the romantic values of Blanche, and the
challenging values of Stanley. At the end of the play there is an unlikely victor who
succeeds in an equally surprising and engaging way.

Paragraph 2

At the beginning of the play we are introduced to a shabby neighbourhood in New
Orleans...

& Intro. setting (music, decadent atmosphere). Situation — Blanche visiting sister; loss of Belle
Reve (beautiful dream).

& Character of Stanley — physicality, primitivism

Stanley carries. .. a red-stained package
from a butcher’s...... (Scene 1)

&  Analysis/ Evaluation:
symbolism of package - characterisation of Stanley;
entrance of Blanche ‘expression of shocked disbelief’ — remember question - how are we made
aware of the conflict / difference in values (first difference — social class/impression)?

Paragraph 3

Topic sentence / link

-1 Explanation of development of Blanche so far (up to scene 4: flirtation, delusion and sense of
refinement and superiority).

&  Shock at domestic violence which is obviously a common feature of this community.
Introduction of quote where Blanche sets out her values.

Such things as art — as poetry and music — ... In some kinds
of people some tenderer feelings have had some little
beginning! That we have got to make grow!... and hold as our
flag! Don’t — don’t hang back with the brutes.
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Explanation of what Blanche means by this - interpretation of her meaning.
Comment upon how this characterisation affects your impression of the characters.

With whom do you sympathise? (Consider the apparent pretentiousness of Blanche and her
other flaws and how they inform our attitude towards her.)

Paragraph 4

Topic sentence/link

&

& &

agraph 5

Introduce/explain context. She has revealed the sadness of her past with Allan in scene six,
and Stanley has revealed Blanche’s past whilst she is (symbolically) bathing in scene 7.
Stanley has told Mitch about it, and Mitch has not attended Blanche’s birthday party meal.
Stanley reveals what he himself represents at this point when he expresses his dominance by
saying the following and trying to intimidate Stella and Blanche by smashing plates.

Remember what Huey Long said — “Every Man is a King!” And I am the
king around here, so don’t forget it! (scene 8)

Analysis of this passage should attempt to interpret it as a statement of Stanley’s values.

His words suggest he believes he should be considered the absolute master and possessor of
his house and everything in it, that he should dictate all that happens in it (the women are to be
submissive), and his belligerent tone asserts this threateningly.

So, in short, the values of male dominance, and physical force (a code of savagery) are
strongly evident here. There is an animalism about this, a lack of sophistication and civility,
which contrasts with Blanche’s values, despite her tawdry recent past.

In contrast to Stanley’s value system (he values physical strength, emphasises the brutality

and ugly reality of life, settles for it and thrives in it) Blanche makes this statement in scene 9,
Introduce its context.

I don’t tell the truth, I tell what ought to be the truth (Scene 9)

Analysis / Eval. These words reveal the core of honesty in her deluded behaviour, showing her
honest longing for a better world. Conflict with Stanley’s ideas /values?
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You' need torecognise that the play seems to be suggesting, as B is being sent to a lunatic

asyll_lm atthe conelusion of the play, that force, physical power, ruthlessness, are realities, and
that if we donot hold values like Stanley’s, we will be destroyed.

‘What happens at the end to perhaps signify that Williams does not want us to take away that
message from the play? (Eleyation of Blanche to heroic status; her fantasies of a better, more
chivalrous, noble world: relevant quotations.) Negative characterisation of Stanley and Stella.

He kneels beside her and his fingers find the opening of her blouse (scene 11)

You need to focus on the fact Blanche walks out without looking back (suggesting
ennoblement, strength) as Stella shouts her name, and then upon the appalling character traits
of Stanley and Stella embodied!in the stage directions given above.

How satisfying is the resolution?. What is Williams implying? How do we feel about the

characters at the end? Whose values triumph at the end? How does that make the audience
feel?

Conclusion

Briefly summarise the development of the conflict of values in the play and repeat your
assessment of the resolution. Is it satisfying for the audience?





