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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

The works of 
Tennessee Williams 
Williams wrote prolifically: over 40 full-length plays, many one-act pieces and short stories, two 
novels, poetry and a memoir. Viewing A Streetcar Named Desire and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof in the 
context of these and the world in which Williams wrote, brings fresh perspectives on these works

Political context
The high points of Williams’ career have to be seen 
against the background of the Cold War. Childhood 
diphtheria prevented Williams from seeing active service 
in either the Second World War or the Korean War. 
But although fascism had been defeated, communism 
had not, and the United States was for many years 
obsessively preoccupied with the threats communism 
posed both internationally and domestically. 

This escalated into the national witch-hunt known 
as MaCarthyism. The House Un-American Activities 
Committee (HUAC) zealously rooted out suspected 
communist sympathisers in government departments 
and in the late 1940s extended its activities to 
Hollywood, because it suspected that movies that 
challenged prevailing orthodoxies could foster 
communist sympathies in their audiences. Williams was 
not singled out for prosecution, but he lived under its 
shadows. 

More relevant perhaps was a parallel, government-
sponsored campaign which became known as the 
Lavender Scare. Several thousand gay men and women 
were discharged from government departments and the 
military — this despite the findings of Alfred Kinsey, 
whose book Sexual Behaviour in the Human Male
(1948) revealed that 40% of American males had some 
kind of homosexual experience.

Literary context
Rapid social change is a rich seam for writers, and Williams was not 
alone in exploring the price paid by misfits, rebels and those afflicted 
by social and economic pressures. ‘Social realism’, which started 
with European playwrights such as Chekhov and Ibsen in the late 
nineteenth century, and is reflected in the ‘kitchen sink’ plays of the 
1950s, has proved to be a durable dramatic tradition. Its themes 
express the effects of social change on ‘ordinary’ people in language 
and narratives that are largely realistic. Williams occasionally 
experimented with dramatic form, but like his near contemporary 
Arthur Miller (Death of a Salesman, 1949) he rejected the more 
extravagant forms of modernism. Indeed his work often reflects 
popular forms, including melodrama. Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is almost
a parody of television soap operas, in their postwar heyday. 

The term ‘Southern Gothic’ is often used to link Williams with other 
writers from the region, such as William Faulkner (Absalom, Absalom, 
1936), Zora Neale Hurston (Their Eyes were Watching God, 1937), 
Carson McCullers (The Heart is a Lonely Hunter, 1940) and Flannery 
O’Connor (Wise Blood, 1952). But the term needs to be handled with 
care. ‘Gothic’ implies something weird or uncanny, but the oddball 
characters that inhabit both these novels and Williams’ plays are 
depicted with as much emphasis on their reality as more humdrum, 
‘everyman’ characters like Willy Loman in Death of a Salesman. It 
may be more illuminating to think of Southern writers insisting on the 
singularity of their characters, rather than dubbing them eccentric or 
outlandish.

Social context
Even when the patterns of an author’s work are clearly derived 
from their personal experience, it is important to remember that 
their writing happens within a larger societal context. Thus Williams 
was openly gay, but plays such as A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) 
and Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955) foreground themes such as lying, 
fantasy, self-deceit and the mismatch between what is wished for 
and what is possible in the current world. This gap is reflected in 
the 1958 film version of Cat, which straightened up the play’s queer 
implications to fit contemporary orthodoxy. In fact many of the films 
sanitised his work to avoid offending the conservative majority. 
Theatre audiences in the Northern cities and on the West Coast were 
rather more liberal than mainstream cinemagoers nationally.

The family, traditions and inheritance are tropes of Southern 
mythology which are also under pressure in both plays. When Stanley 
Kowalski in Streetcar declares that ‘I am the king around here’ (Scene 
8), his violence represents the displacement of the old agricultural 
South by new industry and new migrants. In Cat the threat is even 
clearer: when Big Daddy dies, his patrimony is likely to be inherited 
by Gooper’s ‘no-necked monsters’ (Act 1). Williams built on his own 
family’s experience of alcoholism and mental disturbance to express 
the fragile relationship between life and the American dream. 
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Biographical context
When around 1939 Thomas Lanier Williams III took the nickname ‘Tennessee’, 
he was effectively declaring that he was a son of the American South — warts 
and all. This impoverished, unglamorous state had been a fervent upholder of 
the slave-owning confederacy in the American Civil War, and was the birthplace 
of Williams’ father — a violent, drunken womaniser married to a prim, genteel 
wife. The dynamics of this unhappy relationship and its effect on the children are 
reflected in many of Williams’ plays and his copious (but neglected) fiction. His 
beloved sister, Rose, suffered even more from their toxic upbringing, and spent 
most of her life in mental health institutions, always supported by her devoted 
brother. He was shaped by the South’s values and traditions, even though he was 
at odds with them.

To John Lahr, his most recent biographer, Williams is ‘the most autobiographical of 
American playwrights’, a man ‘irrevocably divided’ whose use of his own conflicts 
in his art was a form of ‘self-cannibalisation’ (Lahr 2014, Ch. 1). Williams was gay 
in an era when this was socially and legally taboo, and inevitably this was a source 
of stress. His most enduring relationship, with Frank Merlo, coincided with the 
greatest period of his artistic career (1948–63). It ended with Merlo’s death, after 
which Williams became increasingly dependent on drugs and alcohol. He referred 
to the 1960s as his ‘stoned age’ but he was not to die until 1983, aged 72. 

Works in context
Because so many of Williams’ works replay similar themes with variations, it is 
often illuminating to see an individual piece in the context of others. The mother 
in The Glass Menagerie (Williams’ first success, 1944), whose genteel aspirations 
have damaged her daughter, finds echoes in the pretensions of Blanche Dubois 
in A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) and in other parents, like Big Daddy, who 
perversely shape their children’s lives. 

Characters in Williams’ plays are often forced by circumstances to live a life against 
the grain, and this has been viewed as the playwright’s expression of his life as a 
gay man. His characters struggle against a range of powerful forces — tradition, 
family honour, money, industrial muscle — and above all, their sexual desires 
and frustrations. His other most notable plays are Cat on a Hot Tin Roof (1955), 
Suddenly Last Summer (1958), Sweet Bird of Youth (1959) and Night of the Iguana
(1961). Many of his works have been adapted into outstanding films.
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