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oday’s topic is the dharma and Tennesee Williams. We’re going to just
I take one little snippet of Tennessee Williams as our focus for this dhar-
ma. There are so many other things in what he wrote that lend them-
selves to dharmic understanding, but what we’re focusing on today is A Street-
car Named Desire. Has everyone seen the movie or the play? Let’s see how
many hands. A few of you haven’t. So A Streetcar Named Desire takes place at
the end of World War II in New Orleans and there’s a great social change that’s
occurring in the country, particularly in the South, which had been very strati-
fied and protective of a certain class of people. The end of the war brought a
lot of changes to that part of the country. I know something about this because
that’s where I grew up—in the South. In A Streetcar Named Desire, there’s a
woman who suddenly appears uninvited to stay with her older sister and her
new husband in a working class neighborhood of New Orleans. The resolution
of the story is what happens with this woman, whose name is Blanche. Those
of you who are movie buffs know that Marlon Brando played the lead both on
Broadway and in the movie. In the course watching her try to make a new life
for herself in this place where she is not welcome, we see the destruction of a
human being. She just completely loses it. She is humiliated and shamed, she
ends up being raped by the husband of her sister, and all of her secrets are
revealed. In the course of this, she is shattered. At the very end, she’s being
taken to an asylum after having had a nervous breakdown, and she ends this
whole process with one of the great lines in American theatre: “I have always
depended on the kindness of strangers.”

So the dharma talk today is about the truth of how we’re all dependent on
the kindness of strangers. In universities, Blanche is typically taught as an image
of someone self-destructing, and the play is taught in the context of a social
structure collapsing. What’s not usually referred to is the fact that she was also



