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Comparison 
“… is the death of joy” 

Family values; white privilege, 
heteronormativity; patriarchy; female 
subserviance

Change in family structures; brokenness of 
families, modernity and its problems; 
subversive individuals (children); pressures 
of modern life
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Comparison allows 
texts to refract ideas 
through each other 

We can then arrive at a 
deeper reading of ideas

like feminine agency, 
persecution, hypocrisy, 

mendacity, silence, 
epistemological subjectivity, 

redemption, etc. 

Issues of race; poverty; (dis)possession; 
white privilege; urban living versus rural 
poverty; ignorance of poverty/hunger?
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Compare the ways in 
which any two texts you 
have studied present the 

individual being 
subjected to social 

pressures.  
(2013 CJC JC2 Prelim) 

Conceptual Focus: 

Individual Subjected to 
Social Pressure 

Basic Idea: 

Oppressive Society 
Question: 

How do individuals respond? 

Streetcar 
Blanche treated as an 

intruder in the 
Kowalski home 

Stella acquiescing to 
the brutish behaviour 
of the New Orleans 

crowd 
Mitch conforming to 

an Alpha Male 
identity 

Scarlet 
Hester punished by 

the Puritans for 
adultery, forced to 

wear the scarlet letter 
Hester needing to 

conform to Puritan 
ideology outwardly 

Dimmesdale needing 
to keep up his 

appearance as a holy 
minister 

There is sometimes a tendency for students 
merely to show that X happens, e.g. to show 
that society is oppressive in both texts. This 
glosses over the nuances in the presentation of 
oppression, e.g. its nature, its effectiveness, 
individual reactions.

Surface, plot-based observations of each text: 
examples of social pressure.
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Streetcar 
Blanche maintaining 
her class pretensions 
in speech, dressing, 

and behaviour 
Blanche persisting in 
using her sexuality to 

manipulate others 

Scarlet 
Hester subverting the 

signification of the 
scarlet letter 

Pearl presented as a 
(super)natural force 

resisting Puritan 
homogeneity 

Nature of “social pressure”? 

Neo-
Darwinian 

Misogynistic 

Class-
conscious 

Unyielding? 

Religious / 
Dogmatic 

Punishing 

Status-
Conscious 

Unyielding? 

Compare ideas, 

methods + effects, 

significance 

Surface, plot-based observations of each text: 
examples of individual resistance to social 
pressure. 

At this point, if one were not comparing both 
texts, one may simply stop at listing the types of 
social pressures individuals face, without further 
examining the nature of this interaction. 
Comparison deepens our ability to read the texts 
conceptually and to arrive at more nuanced 
interpretations. 

For today’s lecture: focusing on conceptual 
comparison (i.e. on the level of ideas)
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Compare the ways in 
which any two texts you 
have studied present the 

individual being 
subjected to social 

pressures.  
(2013 CJC JC2 Prelim) 

Argument #1: 

Both texts present the pressure on errant
individuals to confess their sins as a
means of acknowledging the

dominance of the social force they face.
Yet while confession is arguably 

redemptive in Scarlet, it is violent 
and displacing in Streetcar. 

Scarlet: Confession as Atonement 
“Woman, transgress not beyond the limits 
of Heaven’s mercy! … Speak out the name! 
That, and thy repentance, may avail to take 
the scarlet letter off thy breast.” 
“Speak; and give your child a father!” 
(Ch 3, p. 63) 

This argument explores the manifestation of social 
pressures on individuals and its effects.

Religious discourse marks confession as efficacious 
in restoring the penitent to God and community; 
patrilineal focus reiterates the role of confession in 
bringing the penitent back into the community. In 
both cases Hester would yield to Puritan judgement 
(and the religious ideology that informs it). 
Confession acknowledges the authority and power 
of the institution demanding it.
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Scarlet: Confession as Atonement 
After Dimmesdale’s confession on the scaffold: 
“Pearl kissed his lips. A spell was broken. The 
great scene of grief, in which the wild infant 
bore a part, had developed all her sympathies; 
and as her tears fell upon her father’s cheek, 
they were the pledge that she would grow up 
amid human joy and sorrow, nor for ever do 
battle with the world, but be a woman in it. 
Towards her mother, too, Pearl’s errand as a 
messenger of anguish was all fulfilled” 
(Ch 23, pp. 221-2) 

Streetcar? 
William	Kleb	suggests	that	Streetcar	has	a	
“central	interactive	strategy	

(interrogation	and	confession)”	
(Marginalia	30)	that,	applied	to	Blanche,	
results	in	a	pattern	of	“confession,	

interrogation,	physical	violence,	
sexual	dominance”,	yet	“these	acts	of	
contrition	fail	to	save	her;	in	each	case,	a	

second	confession	is	demanded”	(Marginalia	
34).			

Streetcar: Violent and Displacing 
STANLEY: There is such a thing in this State of  

Louisiana as the Napoleonic code,  
according to which whatever belongs 
to my wife is also mine—and vice  
versa.  

[…] 
STANLEY: … Where’s the papers? 
BLANCHE: Papers? 
STANLEY:  Papers! That stuff people write on! 

(Scene 2, p. 21) 

Moment of catharsis: note the sentence variation that 
places emphasis on the release of the scene – “Pearl 
kissed his lips. A spell was broken.” The confession of 
Dimmesdale restores all characters to their rightful 
places (Pearl, Hester, Chillingworth). Analyse pp. 
221-2 yourself to understand this better. 

Does Dimmesdale face social pressure to confess his 
sins? Yes, through the ideology of Puritanism, though 
not from the Puritans themselves (they knew not his 
sin). This is evident in his suffering from not being 
ready to confess his sins (cf. e.g. pp. 125-126).

Confession thematised as release from the bonds of 
sin and malice (cf. Chillingworth: “Thou hast escaped 
me! … Thou hast escaped me!” (221)), noteworthy in 
a text presenting a strong sense of sin – confession 
thus emerging as a means by which individuals relate 
more authentically to others in their community.

Blanche’s confession could be likened, perhaps, to the 
skinning away of the layers of her masks, revealing 
her raw self to the harsh light of her current reality. It 
is violent, displacing, and denuding. 

(This is the first of three major confessions of 
Blanche.)
Interrogation couched in legalistic terms, suggesting 
that Blanche’s confession would be taken as proof of 
guilt, leading to her condemnation. Stanley’s 
aggressive interrogation is matched by his rough 
physical action in rummaging through her items, 
dramatising a more violent extraction of confession 
here than in Scarlet. 
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Streetcar: Violent and Displacing 
BLANCHE: I ran out—all did!—all ran and 
gathered about the terrible thing at the edge of the 
lake! I couldn’t get near for the crowding. […] He’d 
stuck the revolver into his mouth, and fired—so 
that the back of his head had been—blown away!  
She sways and covers her face. 
It was because—on the dance-floor—unable to 
stop myself—I’d suddenly said—“I know! I know! 
You disgust me …” And then the searchlight which 
had been turned on the world was turned off 
again and never for one moment since has there 
been any light that’s stronger than this—kitchen—
candle …        (Scene 6, p. 57) 

Streetcar: Violent and Displacing 
BLANCHE: Yes, a big spider! That’s where I 
brought my victims. […]  
BLANCHE [as if to herself]: Crumble and fade 
and—regrets—recriminations … “if you’d done 
this, it wouldn’t’ve cost me that!” […] 
BLANCHE: —and on the way back they would 
stagger on to my lawn and call— “Blanche! 
Blanche!” […] But sometimes I slipped outside to 
answer their calls. … Later the paddy-wagon 
would gather them up like daisies … the long 
way home … 

(Scene 9, p. 74) 

So what? 
Puritan society is thus presented as one 

which, despite the harshness of its 
judgement, yet contains within it the 

possibility of redemption and restitution 
because of its religious framework. In 

contrast, the world of Streetcar is presented 
to tolerate only the survival of the fittest, 

reminding the audience of its Neo-
Darwinian nature Blanche breaks down 

under the multiple attempts at extracting a 
confession from her, and is expelled from 

this society.  

Fragmented speech
Speaking in metaphors: unable to deal with her 
emotions?
“the terrible thing”: ambiguous; inability to 
speak of the traumatic incident

Dramatising of Blanche’s speech as adopting a 
wistful style, coupled with the fragmentation of 
her syntax (em dashes, ellipses), and the 
invasion of past dialogue in present speech, 
present her as being almost removed from her 
immediate situation, displaced by the force of 
her memories – Blanche’s confession does not 
restore her to the New Orleans community; it 
further sunders her from it, presenting her as a 
victim of past trauma. 

Note: the claim about Puritan society is not made 
generally based on our knowledge of religion/
Christianity, but based on how the text presents 
the possibility of redemption. One way to answer 
the “so what” question is to relate your analysis 
to the nature of the social world of the text.
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Compare the ways in 
which any two texts you 
have studied present the 

individual being 
subjected to social 

pressures.  
(2013 CJC JC2 Prelim) 

Argument #2: 
Both texts present female protagonists singled 

out for societal correction because of
their (sexual) transgressions. While

Blanche persists in using her sexuality to
gain influence over others, setting herself up 

for failure, Hester submits to the
censoring of her sexuality, allowing her to 

resist Puritan control in more subtle and 
symbolic ways. 

Social Environment of Streetcar? 
STANLEY: I don’t go in for that stuff. 
BLANCHE: What—stuff? 
STANLEY: Compliments to women about their 
looks. I never met a woman that didn’t know if she 
was good-looking or not without being told […] 
She sprays herself with her atomizer; then 
playfully sprays him with it. He seizes the 
atomizer and slams it down on the dresser. She 
throws back her head and laughs. 
STANLEY: If I didn’t know that you was my wife’s 
sister I’d get ideas about you! 

(Ch 2, p. 19-21) 

This argument explores individual reactions to 
social pressures and their effects. 

The social world of Streetcar seems to be presented 
as one that is intolerant of sexual manipulation (not 
of sexual relations, but of sexual manipulation). If 
one understands the context of the social relations 
of the play, this may not be as surprising as it may 
initially seen: this is a man’s world, patriarchal and 
masculine, intolerant of the subversion and control 
brought on by feminine sexual manipulation. 

“that stuff”: a vague and dismissive reference, 
suggesting a condescending tone.
“What—stuff”: Blanche’s attempt to sexualise this 
comment (subtle power play)
“good-looking or not”: clear binaries; refusing to 
deal in the subtleties of manipulation
“He seizes the atomizer and slams it down” 
emphatic gesture, reassertion of masculine 
dominance. 
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Blanche: sexually charged language 
BLANCHE: To interest you a woman would 
have to– [She pauses with an indefinite 
gesture.] 
STANLEY [slowly]: Lay … her cards on the table. 
BLANCHE: [smiling]: Yes—yes—cards on the 
table … Well, life is too full of evasions and 
ambiguities, I think.  

(Scene 2, p. 20) 

Blanche: sexually charged language 
BLANCHE: You—uh—didn’t get wet in the 
shower? 
YOUNG MAN: No, ma’am. I stepped inside 
[…] 
BLANCHE: You make my mouth water.  

(Scene 5, p. 49) 

Blanche: failed sexuality 
STANLEY: And look at yourself! Take a look at 
yourself in that worn-out Mardi Gras outfit, 
rented for fifty cents from some rag-picker! 
And with the crazy crown on! What queen do 
you think you are! 

(Scene 10, p. 79) 

More evidence for Blanche’s modus operandi

Refer to the other lines in this exchange: note how 
Blanche appears almost ludicrous in her explicit 
attempts to seduce the young man. Ironically, she 
does not seem to be aware of how stale her 
approach is.

Blanche’s sexual antics are presented in an 
increasingly farcical manner, until finally called out 
by Stanley in Scene 10. 
Farce: 
1a. A dramatic work (usually short) which has for its 
sole object to excite laughter; an interlude 
2. Something as ridiculous as a theatrical farce; a 
proceeding that is ludicrously futile or insincere; a 
hollow pretence, a mockery.
(Oxford English Dictionary)
Mardi Gras
Shrove Tuesday, esp. as celebrated in some 
traditionally Roman Catholic areas or regions with a 
carnival; the last day of the Carnival or pre-Lenten 
season. Also (in extended use): a carnival held at any 
time. Freq.attrib.
(Oxford English Dictionary)
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Hester: de-sexualised 
“nothing	in	Hester’s	form	…	that	Passion	would	ever	
dream	of	clasping	in	its	embrace;	nothing	in	Hester’s	
bosom,	to	make	it	ever	the	pillow	of	Affection.”		

(Ch	13,	pp.	142‐143)	

Compare against 

“The	young	woman	was	tall,	with	a	figure	of	perfect	
elegance,	on	a	large	scale.	She	had	dark	and	
abundant	hair,	so	glossy	that	it	threw	off	the	sunshine	
with	a	gleam,	and	a	face	which,	besides	being	
beautiful	from	regularity	of	feature	and	richness	of	
complexion	[…].”		
(Ch	2,	p.	50)	

Hester: Subtle Subversion 
“Such	helpfulness	was	found	in	her	[…]	that	
many	people	refused	to	interpret	the	scarlet	A	
by	its	original	signification.”	(Ch	13,	p.	141)	

“Her	mother,	in	contriving	the	child’s	garb,	had	
allowed	the	gorgeous	tendencies	of	her	
imagination	their	full	play;	arraying	her	in	a	
crimson	velvet	tunic,	…	flourishes	of	gold	
thread	…	made	[Pearl]	the	very	brightest	little	
jet	of	flame	that	ever	danced	upon	the	earth.”	
(Ch	7,	p.	90)	

So what? 
Being	subjected	to	social	pressure	therefore	
does	not	automatically	mean	the	individual	is	
subjugated.	Resistance	to	social	pressure	is	
possible	when	one	works	within	the	power	
structures	of	that	society	(Hester,	conforming	
outwardly	to	Puritanism),	but	not	when	one	
meets	it	head‐on	(Blanche,	disconnected	

from	her	current	reality).		

Absolute and negating diction in Ch 13 empty 
Hester of what attractiveness she once possessed. 
Contrast this with the hyperbolic and excessive 
elevation of Hester’s beauty in Ch 2 to get a sense of 
how drastic the change in Hester is. More 
importantly, this change is presented as being 
wrought in no small measure by her own desire to 
atone for her sins (refer to the context in Ch 13). 

Frequently students comment on the shift in 
signification of the scarlet letter. What tends to be 
overlooked, however, is that this changed occurred 
from a conscious and almost rebellious decision on 
the part of the Puritan masses not to interpret the 
scarlet letter by what it was meant. This drastic 
change in their attitude (contrast this with the 
Goodwives’ slander against Hester in Ch 2) is 
presented as having come about by Hester’s de-
sexualisation of herself, re-signifying her worth as 
one of charitable service. 
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Argument #3 
(your turn!) 

How do the environment/setting of each 
text convey a sense of social pressure? 

How are these dramatised/narrativised 
and to what effects?  

What comparison can be made? 

Two parting slides: 

Cross-genre comparison: 

comparable methods 

comparable scenes 

Cf. sounds (interior, exterior, in Blanche’s mind) and 
set (cramped space of the Kowalski household; Scaffold)
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Comparison: 

Meaningful similarities 

Meaningful differences 




