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ABSTRACT 

With this nontraditional thesis, I am proposing the plan and outline for a 

secondary-level English curriculum focused on teaching the operative role of New 

Orleans in Kate Chopin‟s The Awakening, Tennessee Williams‟s A Streetcar Named 

Desire, and Walker Percy‟s The Moviegoer to students living in that same city.  In 

addition to defying the customary format for an English thesis, my project challenges 

conventional methods of reading New Orleans within these three texts and offers 

alternatives to reductive and oversimplifying interpretations of both the city‟s function in 

fiction and also its popularized public images.  Tracing the struggles of the respective 

protagonists to establish their places or positions relative to the overwhelming presence 

of New Orleans in their own narratives, my analysis finds that the city is paradoxically 

situated in each of these works in a liminal location that hovers always somewhere 

between home and exile for these characters.  And through an extension of the tenets of 

place-conscious pedagogical theory, I provide lesson plans for activities geared towards 

facilitating students‟ critical awareness of the role of New Orleans in both the appearance 

and outcomes of the three texts as well as in the shaping of their own identities as 

residents of the city.  
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INTRODUCTION 

In readings and investigations into texts set within the space of New Orleans, 

critics regularly deploy the phrase „sense of place‟ in order to describe what they perceive 

as a heightened self-awareness or sensitivity to the unique cultures and customs which 

saturate this city.  Engaging directly with cultural geographer and space theorist Yi-Fu 

Tuan‟s conception of „topophilia,‟ Barbara Eckstein defines “New Orleans‟s sense of 

place” as its unparalleled ability to “elicit in its human inhabitants and even in visitors a 

distinctive somatic and affective response” (2).  Richard Campanella and W. Kenneth 

Holditch extend Eckstein‟s claims about the relation of people to the city to include also 

the influence of literature.  Campanella maintains that “one must recognize the role of 

novelists and playwrights in instilling a sense of place in the mystique of New Orleans” 

(13).  Similarly, Holditch posits that in New Orleans, “the sense of place is stronger and 

more consequential,” than in any other, since this city is shrouded “in a literary mystique 

that for many, both residents and outsiders, has replaced the reality” (“South Toward 

Freedom” 63).   

It is not the purpose of this thesis to disprove these critics‟ identification of New 

Orleans‟s “visual properties and cultural practices exceptional enough to throw in relief 

some seemingly more typical US identity” (Eckstein 53).  In fact, this project relies upon 

a general consensus or at least a tacit agreement that New Orleans is, for reasons which 

will be examined in the forthcoming chapters, “viewed as an exception to the national 

norm” (Campanella 13).  Nor does my argument oppose the critics‟ acknowledgment of 

literature‟s role in elevating New Orleans to this mythic sort of status.  Indeed, this thesis 

reads its primary sources through a similarly dialogic lens, one that recognizes the 
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mutually constitutive ability of texts to “create fiction and history” (Bryan 44).  Where 

my project diverges and where I vary from the majority of critics including Eckstein, 

Campanella, and Holditch, is in their particular application of New Orleans‟s „sense of 

place‟—their use of the phrase as a way to make sense of or “propose unifying theories” 

about the place‟s role either within larger society or within a given text (Campanella 13).  

Holditch, for instance, suggests that Tennessee Williams, in A Streetcar Named Desire, 

“established for several generations of readers” New Orleans‟s sense of place as “a 

languid, exotic, mysterious, and essentially sinful municipality” (“South Toward 

Freedom” 64).  The critic thus collapses or conflates this particular “image” with the 

entire city or „municipality‟ of New Orleans.  Of course, Holditch‟s argument reflects 

what he regards as the public‟s prevailing interpretation of New Orleans in Williams‟s 

play and not necessarily his own, as the critic acknowledges the tendency of an audience 

to perceive a fictional representation of one localized and isolated section of New Orleans 

as the essence or embodiment of the city as a whole.  Nevertheless, Holditch and his 

scholarly colleagues neglect to push back against such an oversimplification.  That is, 

they allow the public‟s reductive interpretation of the „sense of place‟ within Williams‟s 

city, one that ignores New Orleans‟s complexities and nuances, to reign undisputed.   

At its most basic level, my purpose within this thesis is to challenge such a typical 

reading and to open up the space for new avenues of thinking about the complicated role 

of New Orleans in texts set within the city.  To accomplish this objective, I analyze the 

„sense of place‟ not only as it pertains to the whole of the works, but also as it relates to 

the individual characters and their complex interactions with the identity of their city.   

Specifically, I examine the place of New Orleans in three primary texts: Kate Chopin‟s 
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The Awakening (1899), Tennessee Williams‟s A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), and 

Walker Percy‟s The Moviegoer (1961).   Through my analysis, I find that although the 

authors‟ understandings of place vary based on the unique contexts of their versions of 

New Orleans, at their core, these are all texts about a particular and important cultural 

and spatial geography.
1
  The place of New Orleans is thus conceived of differently in 

each of the works, but the underlying tension in all of the texts results from their 

respective protagonists‟ various struggles to find their own places or positions within the 

city.  Accordingly, while „sense of place‟ is not an expression with which I explicitly 

engage until the conclusion of my thesis, it is a concept which informs both the 

appearance and outcomes of the whole of this project.  And as I interpret the phrase, it 

works to complicate instead of condense notions about the city.   

 My thinking about New Orleans is thus aligned with Walker Percy‟s non-fiction 

presentation of the place in his 1968 essay “New Orleans Mon Amour.”  Here, Percy 

catalogues New Orleans‟s strengths—its origination of jazz music and its “universal 

celebration” of Mardi Gras, for instance—only to follow this praise with a list of the 

city‟s faults—its history as a slave market and its exclusion of the non-elite from public 

tradition, to name just a few (“New Orleans Mon Amour” 21).  What the author achieves 

through this contrapositive balancing act is a demonstration of his claim that “[t]here is 

                                                 
1
 Although I do not explicitly examine in this thesis the distinction between the concepts of „space‟ and 

„place,‟ I will, in both the first and second chapters, consider how the desire for space operates in relation to 

the protagonists‟ inability to find their places within New Orleans.  As such, my work is informed by Yi-Fu 

Tuan‟s notion of space and place as being concepts that are mutually dependent.  In Space and Place: The 

Perspective of Experience (1977), Tuan explains, “What begins as undifferentiated space becomes place as 

we get to know it better and endow it with value” (6).  Similarly, the author demonstrates that “[f]rom the 

security and stability of place we are aware of the openness, freedom, and threat of space, and vice versa.”  

This formulation is crucial to my readings of both The Awakening and A Streetcar Named Desire in that the 

respective protagonists within these works demonstrate an insupportable longing for both unencumbered 

freedom of movement and support of established community.  
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nearly always an and yet” when it comes to New Orleans, that the city‟s “troubles usually 

have their saving graces” and vice versa (17).  My project employs this same and yet 

formulation espoused by Percy in order to reexamine my primary texts.  I propose that 

New Orleans operates in these works of fiction as both home and exile to these 

characters, and as a result, these figures are shown to be in and yet not of the city which 

they inhabit.  What I intend by this paradoxical construction is that the figures are 

positioned, in ways unique to the time and situation of their particular New Orleans, as 

being included in the communal proceedings of the place, but prevented from 

participating in the meaningful or meaning-making processes of the city.  The characters 

reside in a liminal sort of state between their roles as outsider and insider, guest and 

resident, and observer and participant relative to New Orleans.   

Although this project does not address directly the impact of race, gender, and 

class upon the individual agencies of the protagonists, it acknowledges the importance of 

these factors to their narratives.  Entire theses could be composed on the ways in which 

these socio and socioeconomic factors shape the respective experiences of protagonists 

Edna Pontellier, Blanche DuBois, and Binx Bolling.  But all of these examinations would 

still have to reckon with the impact of place upon these figures‟ identities and outcomes 

within their narratives.  Place matters in these texts.  Consequently, New Orleans matters 

to these protagonists, and I suggest that their stories could not have taken place anywhere 

else.  This is because the overwhelming influence upon the protagonists throughout their 

narratives is how they conceive of themselves relative to New Orleans.  Specifically, as I 

will show, the fates of Edna, Blanche, and Binx are determined based on whether or not 
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the characters can reconcile their own identities with the image that they possess of their 

city.  

My method of entering each text is a close reading of a different image of New 

Orleans that shapes my understanding of the focal text for that chapter.  Well-known and 

easily-identifiable with the city, these concise summations range from a contemporary 

slogan promulgated by an advertising agency to a nickname offered in a 1930s cultural 

guidebook.  I use these summations or images of New Orleans as a framework, a mode 

for thinking about and complicating the ways in which the city is presented outwardly to 

the public and inwardly within the texts.  Importantly, I do not propose that any of these 

are directly acknowledged by the authors within their works.  This would be inaccurate 

and also largely anachronistic, especially since I apply the most recent slogan to the 

earliest piece.  Still, in spite of the breadth of time that separates the slogans from the 

literature, I identify and explore the conversations which undoubtedly exist between the 

texts and the advertisements—exchanges concerning who determines the dominant image 

of the city and how to represent not only the diversity of the place but also the diversity 

within the place.  My goal then in including these pithy portraits of the public‟s image of 

New Orleans is to facilitate an interactive reading of the attendant texts that not only 

enhances an understanding of the complexities within the literature, but also increases an 

awareness of the nuances that characterize the city outside of the fiction. 

It should be noted that both The Awakening, since its “rediscovery” in the 1960s 

by Per Seyersted, and A Streetcar Named Desire, largely due to its nature as a stage play 

with a tangible and visually-imposing set, have already received a good deal of critical 

attention regarding their settings (Beer).  I will attempt to contribute to and further this 
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scholarship, though, by focusing on precisely what it is about the distinct setting of New 

Orleans in these two texts that relegates their protagonists to precarious physical and 

social positions in the city as simultaneous insiders and outsiders as well as guests and 

residents to the place.  Conversely, while The Moviegoer has likewise received a fair 

amount of scholarly interest and analysis, the setting of Percy‟s text has been largely 

overlooked.  Accordingly, I will work to fill this inconsistency or lack in the criticism by 

arguing that it does matter that the story takes place in New Orleans—that it occurs in 

this “Somewhere and not Anywhere” (The Moviegoer 55).   

 

PEDAGOGICAL OBJECTIVES 

This brings me to the predominant objective of this thesis, a goal that informs 

every choice made within the project: its translation for application in a secondary 

English classroom in New Orleans.  With this unconventional thesis, I am proposing the 

plan and outline for a high school-level unit entitled “„Somewhere and not Anywhere‟: A 

Place-Conscious Study of Literature Set in the City of New Orleans.”  This curriculum is 

structured around my proposition that the specific setting of New Orleans shapes the 

narratives of my three primary texts and their respective protagonists.  As such, my 

analysis within each chapter should be read primarily as my approach to teaching each 

text.  That is, the arguments reflected in the body of my thesis are meant to be considered 

in conjunction with the way I will present the fiction to my students—what aspects of the 

work I will focus on in lectures, discussions, and activities within the classroom.  Of 

course, I am not the first to propose a curriculum based in New Orleans literature.  
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Several institutions both in and outside of greater New Orleans offer such classes.
2
  

Nevertheless, I believe that I am addressing an important gap or inadequacy in these 

educational approaches, since comparable courses such as Wade J. Luquet‟s “Cultural 

Immersion” curriculum outlined in College Teaching demonstrate the same tendency to 

oversimplify the inherent complexities of New Orleans‟s role within literature which I 

earlier addressed as being problematic yet predominant in the public‟s reading of the city.  

In his rationalization for how he selects which texts to include on his syllabus, Luquet 

explains:  

A city of such intense heat, romance, and scandal is sure to inspire writers 

and artists, and New Orleans has inspired some of the country‟s best.  

Probably no New Orleans writer is better known than Tennessee Williams.  

His classic play A Streetcar Named Desire captures the city and its 

characters‟ public face.  (85) 

Luquet‟s pedagogical rationale is utterly reductive.  Yet this is the obvious trend in such 

classes—to suggest that in each representative New Orleans text, the author „captures‟ 

the very essence of the city at that juncture in time.  My curriculum, conversely, 

examines each of the texts through a metacritical and dialectic lens, thus encouraging 

students both to learn about the texts through the represented place and also to learn 

about the place through how it is portrayed in the fiction.  And by examining the attempts 

                                                 
2
 Within New Orleans, most if not all of these New Orleans-based courses take place either in private 

schools or collegiate institutions.  As of January 2013, according to its website, the English Department at 

Isidore Newman School in the garden district of New Orleans offers such an elective course.   In 2004, 

Tulane University professor Dale Edmonds taught a freshman writing seminar of his own design called 

“The Big Easy Crescent City That Care Forgot: New Orleans as Literary Festival.”  Undoubtedly, the 

dearth of such courses in public or charter schools in the city is due to these institutions‟ reduced flexibility 

in curriculum planning and increased emphasis on state and national standards.  My project addresses this 

discrepancy in that although my proposed course is geared towards use in a classroom where the teacher 

has a good deal of creative control, I have also chosen primary texts which could be justified on a syllabus 

in a more regulated public or charter school. 



xiii 

 

made by the three diverse protagonists to navigate within their distinct New Orleans 

worlds, this curriculum will ultimately promote my students‟ understanding of their own 

unique places or positions relative to the city. 

 My curriculum is designed to be implemented in a 9
th

-12
th

 grade English 

classroom in the city of New Orleans, Louisiana.  The primary goals of this unit which 

requires students both to engage with the literature and also to develop place-based 

consciousness of New Orleans are as follows:  

 Students will be able to articulate, by providing specific evidence from the texts, the 

perspective of each primary protagonist regarding both how he or she views the place 

of New Orleans and also where exactly the character sees him or herself fitting into 

the arc of the larger city.  The students will employ this articulation to formulate a 

comparison of the protagonists‟ situatedness in a specific area or enclave of New 

Orleans to their own situationalities relative to smaller sections within the larger 

place.   

 Students will be able to express in concrete terms not only the diversity of the city of 

New Orleans, but also the diversity within the place.  They will first achieve this goal 

by demonstrating how this internal variation is depicted in the primary texts.  Then, 

they will extend this literary analysis to include a consideration of the geographic and 

cultural separateness that exists in contemporary New Orleans. 

 Students will be able to assume a critical and reflective vantage regarding the city, 

including a reconsideration of its mythicized and popularized images and stereotypes.   

They will then apply this critique in a relevant manner by developing both a 
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conception of their own citizenship and also a practicable method for impacting their 

place of New Orleans. 

Each lesson and activity outlined in the project speaks to one or more of these 

overarching objectives.  Although I have elected not to propose methods of assessment 

within the pedagogical praxis sections of each body chapter, the group-based activities 

were drafted with the awareness that they would likely serve as formative assessments 

within the curriculum, while the individual, writing-based activities were composed 

under the impression that they would represent summative means of assessment.  In order 

to demonstrate how students have achieved the aforementioned goals of the curriculum, I 

provide a final group project and an individual reflection paper in the Conclusion to this 

thesis which use formal grading rubrics to address whether or not students have met the 

three primary pedagogical expectations.   

 

CRITICAL APPROACH  

 To achieve its educational objectives, my project engages with and extends the 

tenets of place-conscious pedagogy, a teaching form which emphasizes the necessity of 

exploring the nuances of one‟s own “sense of the place” which he or she inhabits (Ardoin 

112).  Accordingly, like traditional English theses, mine is similarly shaped by a 

theoretical frame.  Distinct in my project is that the theory I deploy is pedagogical and 

thus founded in research-based outcomes.  Before explaining exactly how I will apply 

this theory within my thesis, I will first briefly present a review of the most frequently-

cited literature and an overview of the forces which have produced this type of teaching.  

This preliminary setup will also reveal why place-conscious pedagogy is relevant within 
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an English Language Arts classroom and why it is especially constructive for the specific 

goals of my proposed curriculum. 

 The official beginnings of the place-conscious, or as it was more frequently called 

in its earlier stages, place-based,
 3

 pedagogical movement are most often cited as Eliot 

Wiggington‟s Foxfire Project, which originated in Rabun County, Georgia in 1966 and 

included an exploration of the folk life and folklore of this community‟s inhabitants 

(Grunewald).  As such, this approach to teaching was largely rural at its inception and 

initially advocated by pedagogues for its promotion of ecological awareness and 

environmental stability.  In the last fifteen years, but particularly since David Sobel‟s 

2004 publication of Place-Based Education: Connecting Classrooms and Communities, 

this theory has only gained in momentum.  Although it is still most commonly practiced 

with an emphasis on rural environments and ecosystems, theorists such as Nicole Ardoin 

have also integrated place-conscious teaching with the movement to reform urban 

education.  Using the same terminology which literary critics like Eckstein and Holditch 

deploy to describe the importance of New Orleans to fiction, Ardoin advocates students 

gaining a “sense of place” within their surroundings (112).  This scholar proposes, “Calls 

for place-based education have often arisen from an emotional plea to reconnect to the 

land, become rooted, and conserve natural places.  However, in reality, sense of place 

encompasses a multidimensional array that is not only biophysical, but also 

psychological, sociocultural, political, and economic.”  Similarly, Maggie Russel-Ciardi 

maintains that place-conscious education should really “be defined as any educational 

                                                 
3
 Although the theory of place-conscious pedagogy is frequently interchanged with that of place-based 

learning, I deliberately elect in my project to utilize chiefly the first term because of its overt assertion to 

the tenets of critical thinking in education.  
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approach that uses the local environment as the context for teaching and learning” (71).   

The theory‟s importance and translatability to an urban context—New York‟s Lower East 

Side in Russel-Ciardi‟s argument, New Orleans in mine—is because at its core, place-

conscious education promotes student mindfulness and sentience within any form of 

community.   

In fact, this method rests upon its earlier foundations in such historically-

substantiated and community-based educational approaches as those proposed by John 

Dewey.  According to Gregory A. Smith:  

Years of education theory and practice indicate that involvement in one‟s 

community leads to real-life learning, which may translate to real-life 

action.  Dewey (1915), for instance, asserts that, „All studies arise from 

aspects of one earth and the one life lived upon it‟ (91), and emphasizes 

the importance of developing an educational system in which „the sense of 

reality [is] acquired through first-hand contact with actualities‟ (11). (119) 

The early emphasis on „real-life learning‟ leading to „real-life action‟ is crucial, and it 

represents part of what ties place-conscious education to another tradition in teaching—

critical pedagogy.  This „call to arms‟ theory officially dates back to 1970 and the 

publication of Paulo Freire‟s revolutionary Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  Broadly, the 

theory can be defined as “an effort to work within educational institutions and other 

media to raise questions about inequalities of power, about the false myths of opportunity 

and merit for many students, and about the way belief systems become internalized” 

(Burbules and Berk 50).  As Freire explains:  
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People as beings „in a situation,‟ find themselves rooted in temporal-

spatial conditions which mark them and which they also mark.  They will 

tend to reflect on their own „situationality‟ to the extent that they are 

challenged by it to act upon it.  Human beings are because they are in a 

situation.  And they will be more the more they not only critically reflect 

upon their existence but critically act upon it.  (90) 

Taking care to remember that my students will not likely belong purely to either group of 

the oppressed or the oppressors, I seek in this curriculum to „challenge‟ my students to 

think „critically‟ not only about the texts set in New Orleans but also about their own 

„situation[s]‟ within the place.  I consider this objective to be particularly relevant to the 

contemporary secondary English Language Arts classroom, a site where the dangers of 

abstraction in instruction are always looming.   

This abstraction or de-emphasis on what Dewey called the „aspects of one earth 

and the one life lived upon it‟ of course results partly from school and federally-enforced 

standardization.  David Grunewald argues, “One result of new federal mandates for 

accountability is an increasing emphasis on standards, testing, and classroom pedagogies 

that „teach to the test‟ while denying students and teachers opportunities to experience 

critical or place-based education” (“Best of Both Worlds” 3).  But this disassociation 

from the realm of the lived experience is also, I claim, a result of the inherently 

conceptual quality of any study within the field of the academic humanities.  And the 

study of English, in particular, through its emphasis on examining the worlds within the 

texts, lends itself to such an inwardly-focused analysis.  As Paula Mathieu articulates in 

Writing Places, her place-conscious approach to writing instruction, I similarly assume 
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that “students learn most organically when engaged in relevant intellectual inquiries” 

(xii).  Accordingly, in order to facilitate such „relevant‟ investigations into literature, my 

curriculum empowers students to draw outward from the texts and to consider the 

protagonists‟ „situationality‟ within New Orleans relative to their own places or positions 

in the city.  Finally, in addition to providing them with the tools necessary to observe 

critically the place around them, the attendant lessons and activities in my thesis also 

incite students to participate within New Orleans in an informed and engaged manner—to 

become, as David Sobel endorses, “active, contributing citizens” (7).   

 

CHAPTER DIVISIONS  

I divide each chapter into three parts—first, a brief statement of my purpose or 

intention in including this particular text on the curriculum‟s syllabus; next, my analysis 

of the and yet formulation as it operates both to complicate the image of New Orleans 

within the work in question and also to delineate the experiences of the respective 

protagonists; and finally, my pedagogical praxis composed of lesson plans, activities, and 

handouts in line with my educational objectives.  The primary texts are positioned in a 

chronological order.  But more importantly, the place-conscious pedagogical themes 

explored within each chapter build upon one another in the natural arc of my thesis which 

progresses from a critical reconsideration of prevailing images of New Orleans to a 

tangible application of this awareness outside of the space of the classroom. 

 In chapter one, I enter Kate Chopin‟s The Awakening through an alternate reading 

of the popularized notion of New Orleans‟s exceptionalism or difference from the larger 

American body. My reading pushes back against the conception of New Orleans 
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welcoming difference in all of its residents by examining Chopin‟s presentation of the 

culturally and spatially isolated French Creoles—a group which the author shows to be 

neither diverse nor inclusive.  My praxis section to this chapter asks students to think 

critically about the cultural makeup of contemporary New Orleans, evaluating whether 

and where they envision themselves fitting into what they interpret as the official and 

unofficial groupings within the city.  Chapter two addresses A Streetcar Named Desire by 

Tennessee Williams and complicates the persistent image of New Orleans as a laissez-

faire and lenient refuge for denizens and visitors alike.  To realize this, I examine 

Williams‟s problematic depiction of New Orleans as a home space—a site which the 

author illustrates as having been infiltrated by the unforgiving and unbending realities of 

the outside world.  The activities presented in conjunction with this chapter require 

students to reckon with how their own conceptions of home are shaped and defined vis-à-

vis their place and vice versa.  The third chapter moves to an exploration of Walker 

Percy‟s The Moviegoer and an investigation into the text‟s demonstration of New 

Orleans‟s dichotomy between invitation and exclusion.  Through a focus on the city‟s 

culture of tourism and spectatorship, I illuminate the ways that visual imagery and staged 

display work to seduce outsiders but keep them always at a viewing, and not 

participating, distance.  By considering the dangers of abstraction intrinsic to a place so 

vested in its public appearances, the praxis component to this chapter facilitates students‟ 

critical and yet also engaged involvement in the space outside of the classroom and 

within the larger New Orleans community.  Finally, the conclusion to this thesis offers a 

summative project which provides students with the opportunity to apply their collected 
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awareness of their place‟s complexities in a multimodal reconfiguration of a prevailing 

image of New Orleans. 

 

INTRODUCTORY ACTIVITY  

Representing New Orleans: An Exploration of the Most Popular Images of the City 

 Materials: Chalkboard or whiteboard on which the teacher can write in view of the 

students; Map of New Orleans showing boundaries between neighborhoods and 

parishes—the Greater New Orleans Community Data Center‟s website (gnocdc.org) 

has a link to a printable Google Map showing these divisions; Document projector 

 Procedure: In whole-group, ask students to name the most popular nicknames, 

mottos, and mantras associated with New Orleans.  Make a running list of these on 

the board.  Then, ask students to vote by raising their hands for which one of these 

nicknames they believe to be the most accurate representation of the city.  Conduct 

the same vote for whichever they find to be the least accurate.  For the next fifteen 

minutes, invite students who feel particularly strongly about why a certain nickname 

is or is not representative of New Orleans to share their rationalizations.  Next, ask 

students if it would complicate their responses if they knew you were asking only 

about one neighborhood or parish within the city.  On the overhead document 

projector, display the map showing New Orleans‟s internal divisions.  Now, invite 

students to suggest which nicknames they would apply to the individual 

neighborhoods.  Write these on the map.  If more than one is offered for a particular 

area, write multiple nicknames within the space.  As before, invite students to share 
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their opinions about why they consider some slogans to be more applicable to some 

areas than others.  Afterwards, hang this map in a prominent place in the classroom.  

 Rationale: Students consider and also compare visually the ways in which New 

Orleans is configured in its public image; Students begin to reckon with their own 

conceptualizations of the social and cultural breakdown of the city; Based on 

students‟ offered rationales for where they would place certain nicknames, students 

will also have to grapple with the persistence of stereotypes and exceedingly 

reductive portraits of groups of people; Students are primed to enter the first text in 

the curriculum, The Awakening, with their attentiveness to the tendency to 

oversimplify the image of New Orleans. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

DIVERSE AND YET ALSO EXCLUSIVE: CREOLE NEW ORLEANS IN  

KATE CHOPIN‟S THE AWAKENING 

 
It‟s New Orleans.  You‟re different here.  

            --The Official Tourism Site of the City of New Orleans 

 

PART I: PURPOSE 

In including The Awakening as part of this curriculum, it is my intention to incite 

my students to consider and reflect upon their place of residence in an unconventional 

way.  New Orleans is not typically conceived of as a place of homogeneity or conformity.  

Nevertheless, I see it as apparent that pockets of insularity resembling that of the 

exclusive Creole enclave described by Kate Chopin in her novel still persist within the 

city today.  Through dynamic lessons and interactive activities which require students to 

think critically about the makeup of New Orleans, I will encourage students to evaluate 

where and whether they fit into these groups.  Are they like Edna Pontellier, the 

protagonist of the novel, perpetual interlopers?  Or, do they belong fully to a particular 

sect or society in the city?  Is such uncomplicated membership even a possibility?  

Finally, it will be my ultimate objective, one that informs each of the lessons in this first 

chapter, as well as activities in subsequent chapters, to encourage my students to 

contemplate the type and degree of impact that their place has upon their identities.  How 

have their languages and customs been shaped by the varied influences of New Orleans‟s 

diverse origins?  And how has their movement within the physical space of the city been 

delineated by the specific neighborhoods in which they reside?  
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PART II: ANALYSIS 

 “It‟s New Orleans. You‟re different here” represents only the latest in a long 

series of taglines promulgated by The Official Tourism Board to bring visitors and 

vacationers to the Crescent City.  The ubiquitous commercials and billboards featuring 

this slogan, launched in 2011, all show a variation on the same narrative: the physical 

transformation of business men and women in suits and cardigans into carefree, fun-

loving partygoers.  During this process, neckties are almost always replaced with chains 

of beads, while glasses are supplanted by feathered masks.  The outcome is, of course, a 

measurable increase in enjoyment and happiness registered on the smiling faces of all 

those converted.  The most obvious implication behind these advertisements is that you 

can come to New Orleans and behave any way you so desire—that New Orleans 

represents the place where you can finally unleash the true identity which you are 

required in all other cities to hide behind your conforming cubicle.  But after viewing 

multiple versions of this same message, I started to consider the way in which this 

tagline, meant to be liberating, is actually just as conforming as the inverse message 

against which these advertisements work.  That is, all of the depicted visitors turn into 

what is essentially the same person, smile on face and drink in hand.  In presenting such a 

markedly narrow vision of the city, this campaign effectively contradicts the statement 

which immediately follows the slogan on the website for the Tourism Board, a message 

which promotes an image of New Orleans that is “steeped in a history of influences from 

Europe, the Caribbean, Africa and beyond” and is “home to a truly unique melting pot of 

culture, food and music.”  Thus, the new motto should perhaps be amended to read: It‟s 

New Orleans.  You may be different from your regular self here, but no different from one 

another. 
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 I have included this epigraph and my alternate reading of its underlying message 

because it is my claim that Kate Chopin, more than a century ago, made a similar sort of 

observation about New Orleans in her novel The Awakening (1899).  Specifically, the 

place, as she presents it, does not appear at all diverse, which as we know from chronicles 

of the city‟s varied origins, it was at this time (Searight).  Instead, Chopin presents New 

Orleans as an extremely insular and exclusive sort of place—a narrowing the author 

achieves through a tunneled focus on the Creole society of the 1870s.  In the novel, 

Chopin examines this group‟s culture of cyclical self-maintenance and also its endeavors 

to persist undisturbed from outside influence.  Further, as I will demonstrate, the text 

emphasizes the exclusionary practices of the Creoles in its depiction of an American 

woman, Edna Pontellier, who persists as largely out of place, or more accurately, as in 

and yet not of the place of Chopin‟s New Orleans.  The following chapter is then an 

investigation into Edna‟s reckoning with her own liminal place or “position in the 

universe” of New Orleans (Chopin 14).  My ultimate objective will be to illuminate how 

and why the female protagonist‟s identity is in the end incongruous with the 

overwhelming and engulfing identity of the insular New Orleans which she only ever 

tenuously inhabits.  I argue that Edna is excluded because she is American, but she is 

eventually expelled because the woman refuses to submit completely to the stifling sort 

of isolationism mandated by the exacting French Creole enclave. 

 Much like in the contemporary advertisements, Kate Chopin does not overtly 

suggest in The Awakening that New Orleans stands as a place devoid of all diversity.  

Instead, the author is making an and yet formulation that predates what Walker Percy 

would propose about the city in “New Orleans Mon Amour.”  As explained in the 
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introduction to this thesis, in his essay, Percy claims that “[t]here is nearly always an and 

yet” when it comes to this place—that “its troubles usually have their saving graces” and 

vice versa (“New Orleans Mon Amour” 17).  In her text, Chopin highlights a paradoxical 

tension seemingly inherent to the identity of the city of New Orleans.  She demonstrates 

that the place is diverse, and yet also extremely insular in parts—especially in portions 

like the Creole-dominated society which serves as Chopin‟s central focus within the text.  

Accordingly, the author acknowledges the possibility of the city‟s diversity only in 

passing.  Quite literally, Chopin only hints at the existence of New Orleans‟s 

multitudinous races through fleeting figures which walk or pass by briefly in the 

background space of the narrative.  These typically “nameless, faceless” African-

American and Mexican-American subordinate characters are distinguishable only in their 

careful categorization by the narrator as “black, mulatto, quadroon, and Griffe” (Ammons 

309).  And the fact that they are wholly excluded by Chopin from the primary action of 

the narrative and instead relegated by the author to the story‟s periphery as baby nurses or 

housekeepers is crucial to how the author effectively characterizes the extreme 

isolationism of the Creole society. 

 Chopin further circumscribes the identity of the Creoles by denying this group 

their historically-diverse origins.  Sarah Searight, who dedicates a chapter in her book 

New Orleans to exploring the complicated past of this people, elaborates on the existence 

of numerous sources for the population.  The author explains that the term „Creole,‟ from 

the Spanish criollo, signifies primarily those “whites of French or Spanish descent” living 

in New Orleans (Searight 47).  Yet while “[t]o the majority of New Orleanians, Creole 

means white,” Searight also acknowledges that these people are sometimes of an African 
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descent.  But in The Awakening, Chopin only briefly mentions, through a comment on a 

Creole‟s “equal familiarity” with “French, and Spanish,” the Spanish affiliations of her 

Creole society (Chopin 6).  And the author neglects entirely in the text to attend to the 

presence of African Creoles in any form.  Consequently, it is through an undeniably 

narrow lens which Chopin presents the Creole society of New Orleans, as the author 

elects to concentrate singularly on the Frenchness of this group.   

How the Creoles maintain this Frenchness, according to the author, is through 

their overt methods of exclusion and self-isolationism.  One of the most salient ways in 

which “the Creole preserve[s] the Frenchness of New Orleans” and practices this 

insularity is through techniques in language (Searight 48).  Specifically, it is through an 

insistence upon the French language—an idiom which not everyone in the text can speak 

or even comprehend.  Their method of speaking and communicating then serves the 

purposes of identifying and including insiders while also naming and excluding outsiders.  

In her discussion of the way in which “[l]ack of intelligibility, and thus understanding, is 

focused on language” in The Awakening, Helen Taylor observes that while Chopin 

infuses her novel with much French dialogue and expression, the author provides no 

footnote or translation for her audience (158).  Notably, the novel begins with one such 

“linguistic challenge” (Taylor 158), as the opening presents a talkative pet parrot that 

echoes „Allez vous-en‟
4
 (Chopin 3), an exclusionary phrase assumedly acquired from the 

bird‟s Creole owner.  Such instances of unconverted French do serve, as Taylor suggests, 

to exclude even the book‟s audience, evoking the extreme separateness between readers 

and the Creole society as it is depicted (158).  But as a supplement to Taylor‟s reading, I 
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would add that such occurrences of non-translation also highlight the way in which the 

French language is used by the Creoles within the text in order to establish and maintain 

the boundaries of their own community. 

This tactic of linguistic inclusivity/exclusion is clearly pronounced in a 

conversation that takes place between Edna‟s Creole husband Léonce Pontellier and the 

Creole Doctor Mandelet.  Here, the doctor consciously refrains from asking Mr. 

Pontellier if his wife has been spending too much time with another man because, as the 

narrator explains, “[the doctor] knew his Creole too well to make such a blunder as that” 

(Chopin 64).  Importantly, the term Creole, in this instance, can be interpreted in at least 

two ways.  First, the word could function as a stand in for Léonce himself, a person with 

whom the doctor is familiar enough to know that he would not welcome such an invasive 

question about his wife‟s activities.  And second, Creole could signify in this moment the 

prerequisite language of Doctor Mandelet and Léonce‟s social group.  I would suggest 

that the word, as it is deployed by the narrator, actually depends upon both of these 

potential meanings.  The Creole discourse thus becomes an embodiment or encapsulation 

of the Creole people, since their language dictates not only with whom they can 

communicate, but also how they can communicate amongst themselves.  That is, their 

language operates not only to identify insiders, but also to control these French Creoles 

from within by dictating their way of speaking to one another.  Even medical doctors 

such as Mandelet, Chopin illustrates, remain inhibited in terms of how they can dispense 

with their opinions. 

 Significantly, Kate Chopin depicts the Creoles‟ repudiation of English and their 

insistence upon an exclusionary language not only as the group‟s self-imposed 
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segregation within the larger Creole realm, but also as their specific refusal of the 

mounting American presence and influence in the city of New Orleans.  As Taylor 

articulates, while French Creole families “retained a tight social stronghold on the 

city...their economic wealth and cultural standing were in sharp decline” (148).  And by 

as early as the 1830s in New Orleans, “the balance of political and economic power was 

already shifting towards the Americans” (Benfey 37).  Correspondingly, in The 

Awakening, where “Chopin takes pains to emphasize the specific linguistic and social 

differences between French-speaking” and non-French speaking figures, the language 

exemplifies the Creoles‟ steadfast rejection of an increasing American infiltration (Taylor 

147).  But where does Kentucky-born Edna, as an American, fit into this narrow 

equation?  My argument is that the woman does so precariously and never fully. 

 Within conversation, Edna is immediately excluded due to her inability to speak 

French.  Accordingly, that “Mrs. Pontellier, though she had married a Creole, was not 

thoroughly at home in the society of Creoles” can, I argue, be at least partially attributed 

to the woman‟s perpetual puzzlement and powerlessness to translate the mandated 

language of her husband‟s social group (Chopin 10).  Nevertheless, in addition to 

emphasizing the bewilderment of this “American woman, with a small infusion of French 

which seemed to have been lost in dilution,” Chopin also underscores the way in which 

Edna remains almost entranced by the foreign tongue (6).  Edna does not deny the appeal 

of the Creole way of life; she is largely seduced by them and by their language.  Yet she 

does not fully understand this group of people and thus inhabits a liminal sort of position 

within her New Orleans society.  Chopin highlights her protagonist‟s occupation of a 

precarious insider/outsider status by including fragments of French throughout intimate 



8 

 

conversations between Edna and her Creole neighbors.  Edna remains technically 

included in these exchanges, but she is also largely excluded in terms of comprehension.   

In one such instance, Edna‟s female companion Adèle Ratignolle pets the hand of 

her American friend while addressing her as „Pauvre chérie‟
5
 (Chopin 17).  The narrator 

explains that while this “action was at first a little confusing to Edna,” the woman “soon 

lent herself readily to the Creole‟s gentle caress.”  It is significant here that Edna, 

although initially perplexed, quickly acquiesces to Adèle, as this early transgression 

shows how Mrs. Pontellier remains susceptible to, or even desirous of, French and its 

accompanying advances.  Still, Adèle is in this moment noticeably identified by the 

narrator as „the Creole,‟ and this loaded designation underscores the way in which the 

Creoles, although Edna remains “so intimately among them,” comprise a group to which 

the American woman does not fully belong (Chopin 10).  In another moment, Madame 

Ratignolle, too, directly remarks on how Edna remains unable to comprehend the specific 

language of the Creoles.  Admonishing Robert Lebrun, a Creole gentleman with whom 

Edna has established a flirtatious rapport, Adèle says, “[L]et Mrs. Pontellier alone...She is 

not one of us; she is not like us.  She might make the unfortunate blunder of taking you 

seriously” (Chopin 20).  According to Adèle, because Edna is not Creole, and specifically 

because she is, as an American, „not like‟ them, the outsider remains more likely to 

translate incorrectly Robert‟s intended meaning and should thus be „let alone‟ or 

excluded. 

 In so doing, Adèle, Robert, and the majority of the other Creoles depicted by 

Chopin are maintaining, through their language, that they are essentially different not 

                                                 
5
 Poor darling 



9 

 

only from Edna, but from all Americans.  And through their self-imposed isolation, the 

Creoles assert that they are also distinct from the larger body of the United States.  As 

indicated by the intended message of the slogan from this chapter‟s epigraph, such 

notions of New Orleans as being somehow separate from the contiguous American states 

are still very much at play in contemporary conceptions of the place.  “Twenty-first-

century America,” according to Emily Clark, “regards New Orleans as something of an 

anomaly, an exotic cultural outpost that lies outside the mainstream of American 

experience and identity” (qtd. in Crocco 21).   Similarly, that “New Orleans is often 

viewed as an exception to the national norm” is essential to Campanella‟s claims for the 

existence of an acute “sense of place in the mystique” of this city in the American South 

(13).  By no means an uncommon perception, Campanella‟s case for the „exceptionalism‟ 

of the city of New Orleans echoes a theme pervasive in reflections on the place from 

scholars across many disciplines and in multiple forms of media.  And this perception can 

be at least partially attributed to the way in which New Orleans‟s “street names and 

architecture,” since being “under the influence of the Creoles,” have “more nearly 

resembled a southern European than an American city” (Walker “The Historical” 69).  I 

will extend this line of thinking about the origins and implications for the exceptionalism 

of the place in the pedagogical praxis section to this chapter, but for the purposes of this 

argument, I wish only to emphasize here that there are undoubtedly complications to New 

Orleans‟s independence from America—that the city does persist, in some ways, as 

intimately affixed to the larger country.  Perhaps most notably, complications to New 

Orleans‟s independence became a national point of conversation in 2005 when Hurricane 

Katrina ushered media depictions of the city asking the rest of the country for attention 
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and assistance.  Disregarding for a moment the problems inherent to such outside and 

inevitably subjective representations of the city, it is still important to acknowledge the 

possibility that New Orleans and its residents cannot be considered fully apart from their 

American neighbors.  Similarly, I argue that in The Awakening, Chopin upsets the idea of 

the Creoles‟ exceptionalism through her illustration of the intensifying American 

presence in their city and through her articulation of the way in which New Orleans, like 

any other American city, is indeed still subject to U.S. societal rules and social 

regulations.  These rules, in fact, play a major role in preventing Edna from ever finding 

her place there—from her ever achieving acceptance within the city of New Orleans. 

 It is an ironic contrast Chopin presents, then, in offering the resort town of Grand 

Isle as the only other setting in the text to work in contrast to the city setting of New 

Orleans.  It is ironic in that Grand Isle, unlike the geographically-affixed New Orleans, is 

actually set apart physically from the contiguous United States.  Accordingly, it is Grand 

Isle that embodies the freedom from all restraints and responsibilities which, as Chopin 

demonstrates, do control the stifled atmosphere of Creole New Orleans.  An examination 

of these two places as points of direct contrast will illuminate the importance of the 

specific setting of New Orleans within Chopin‟s text to Edna being alienated—to her 

being in and yet not of her place.   

Historically, Grand Isle functioned as a place of refuge from the problems of the 

crowded and claustrophobic city that was New Orleans in the 1870s.  Late nineteenth-

century New Orleans, Nancy Walker affirms, “lacked an adequate system of sanitation 

and stood below sea level,” and as a result, “its narrow streets were filled with human and 
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animal wastes and garbage; and epidemics of yellow fever, smallpox, and cholera were 

common” (“The Historical” 68).  Walker continues: 

In an attempt to escape this threat, the wives and children of many Creole 

families, including those of Oscar Chopin [Kate‟s husband], spent their 

summers on Grand Isle, which, because it is an island in the Gulf of 

Mexico about fifty miles south of New Orleans, enjoys gulf breezes that 

virtually remove the fever-carrying mosquitos. (68)  

Even before the publication of Chopin‟s work, then, Grand Isle figured in the public mind 

as an „escape‟ from the suffocating miasma of New Orleans.  In The Awakening, Chopin 

clearly plays upon the geographical opposition of these two places, both of them sites 

where she had spent a significant amount of time, by placing the locations in direct and 

symbolic contrast to one another within the text. 

 In so overtly juxtaposing the two settings, Kate Chopin makes use of “the basic 

symbols of the sea and city” in order to elaborate on the “tension between freedom and 

restraint” that determines Edna‟s precarious position within her society (May 212).  It is 

on Grand Isle where Edna experiences her “first breath of freedom” (Chopin 19) and 

begins “to loosen a little of the mantle of reserve that had always enveloped her” (Chopin 

14).  Of course, some of this „reserve‟ must be duly attributed to Edna‟s conservative 

upbringing in puritanical Kentucky.  Yet Chopin‟s wording here, the narrator‟s reference 

to something almost tangible that was previously suffocating or enveloping Edna in a 

nearly physical manner, is most plainly a reference to the extreme insularity and 

confinement that Edna has endured throughout her married life in the city setting of 

Creole New Orleans.  New Orleans, in spite of its projection of its own image as a place 
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set apart from the typical American city, thus signifies in Chopin‟s novel, a “community, 

with all the demands that the social organization makes upon the individual” (Ringe 224).  

On Grand Isle, conversely, Edna is unfettered from these burdening social obligations to 

others which dictate the spatial limitations of her life in the city.  “On the island Edna is 

freed from her children by the quadroon [nurse], from her household duties by Mme. 

Lebrun [the resort owner], and from the demands of fashionable society by her distance 

from New Orleans” (Jones 121).  This „distance‟ and also the ocean‟s inherent 

expansiveness is fundamental to Chopin‟s contraposition of Grand Isle, with its “sight of 

water stretching so far away,” against Creole New Orleans, which, as I have already 

illustrated, was isolated and enclosed (Chopin 16).  It is in Grand Isle‟s seemingly 

limitless ocean where Edna first learns to swim and it is on its beaches where the woman 

spends more time out of doors than inside.  This serves to make the contrast even more 

dramatic between the enclosure of New Orleans and the way in which Edna is expected, 

on account of her societal obligations, to remain primarily indoors within her home upon 

her return to the city. 

 According to Robert White, “At one of its most basic levels, The Awakening is a 

novel about houses” and “the contrast between the confined and enclosing spaces of 

human dwellings and the free, open spaces of the out-of-doors” (100).  In Chopin‟s text, 

some houses are directly associated with the inside and others with the outside.  Notably, 

the most enclosed spaces, the houses completely cut off from the natural world, belong to 

those characters described as being the most French, or the most intractably Creole.  The 

following is then an examination of the diverse indoor spaces inhabited by Edna and two 

very different Creole women, Adèle Ratignolle and Mademoiselle Reisz, who both, in 
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very different ways, serve as foils to Chopin‟s protagonist.  In placing Edna and her 

residence as points of comparison to her foils and their domestic abodes, what I intend to 

reveal is the way in which Edna lives in a perpetually liminal sort of place within a New 

Orleans that represents both her home and her exile.  That is, in contrast to the other 

women‟s houses, which represent the polar extremes of confinement and openness, 

Edna‟s place and her resultant space within the city are somewhere in between and 

largely unsettled. 

 The first of the female foils, Adèle Ratignolle, lives “at no great distance from 

Edna‟s home” on Esplanade Street near the French Quarter (Chopin 52).  Through their 

“very French, very foreign” manner of living, the woman and her family personify, 

within the text, the isolated and exclusive Creole New Orleans.  Unlike in Chopin‟s 

illustration of the Creole Lebruns‟ home in the French Quarter, which is likened to a kind 

of “prison” with “iron bars before the door” and “a high fence enclosing the garden,” we 

are not given much information about the exterior of the Ratignolle residence beyond an 

explanation of its location (Chopin 57).  Nevertheless, the building‟s very placement 

within the landscape of the city is indicative of Creole insularity and protectionism 

against the encroaching American presence.  Sarah Searight maintains that there were 

“two worlds on either side of Canal Street, which separated the French Quarter from the 

American quarter in the nineteenth century” (209).  And in a newspaper article on 

“Creole Women” published only seven years prior to the printing of The Awakening, 

Mary L. Shaffter affirms Searight‟s claims for a Creole society that was not only 

culturally isolated through its French language and customs, but also geographically 

sequestered through its occupation of French-only neighborhoods.  Shaffter reasons that 
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only “[o]ccasionally, a Creole family crosses the line, as it were, and goes to live uptown 

[in the American quarter], but they rarely become Americanized, for, above all things, the 

Creole is conservative” (137).  Accordingly, the placement of the Ratignolle residence 

allows us to predict, even before stepping inside the home, the extreme isolation and 

confinement of its inhabitants. 

 Once inside the Creole house, the fact that “there is no presentation of exterior 

scenes” for Adèle‟s dwelling becomes even more relevant in that the place is shown to be 

entirely lacking in any connection to the outside world (Rowe 35).  There is no mention 

made of windows or views of the outdoors.  Indeed, the only suggestions of the exterior 

environment remain themselves quarantined within the home in the form of “roses that 

stood upon the hearth in jars” (Chopin 52).  Importantly, the home is not small in size; 

the narrator draws attention to the “commodious apartments” and the “large and pleasant 

salon” (Chopin 52).  Yet in spite of her residence‟s architectural expansiveness, the world 

which Adèle Ratignolle inhabits is undoubtedly small.  First, the woman is shown as 

almost perpetually pregnant and thus confined to bed rest for a good deal of the novel.  

Additionally, because her family lives directly above Mr. Ratignolle‟s drugstore, even 

business is conducted in the same building as all domestic proceedings.  And finally, 

Chopin emphasizes the exclusivity and smallness of the Adèle Ratignolle‟s social circle, 

as the narrator mentions that “it was considered a privilege to be invited” to a party at her 

house, an evening of music described, of course, in French as a “soirée musicale” 

(Chopin 52).   

  By contrast, Mademoiselle Reisz, who is also a Creole, lives in a manner that is 

obviously outside of what is typical within this exclusive society.  Her apartment, which 
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“stands some distance” away from Edna‟s home and thus far from the French-dominated 

and Creole-isolated Quarter, displays an undeniable affiliation to the natural world 

(Chopin 56).  The narrator explains:  

There were plenty of windows in her little front room.  They were for the 

most part dingy, but as they were nearly always open it did not make so 

much difference.  They often admitted into the room a good deal of smoke 

and soot; but at the same time all the light and air there was came through 

them.  From her windows could be seen the crescent of the river, the masts 

of ships and the big chimneys of the Mississippi steamers. (Chopin 59) 

The Mademoiselle‟s residence, in spite of its being „little,‟ denies the oppression of 

domestic confinement that remains so apparent in Adèle‟s ironically „commodious‟ 

home.  Mademoiselle Reisz “has her windows open to New Orleans and, by way of the 

Mississippi, to the world” (Rowe 36).  Accordingly, the place exudes a kind of 

limitlessness or awareness of what exists beyond the margins of the isolated Creole New 

Orleans French Quarter.  Further, unlike Adèle, Mademoiselle Reisz is shown to explore 

physically the world beyond her home.  “It happened sometimes,” the narrator explains, 

“when Edna went to see Mademoiselle Reisz that the little musician was absent” and her 

“apartment deserted” (Chopin 90).  And in direct opposition to the exclusivity of the 

Ratignolle household, emphasized by the family‟s parsimoniousness with invites to their 

intimate parties, the Mademoiselle‟s home is shown as being open and inviting.  In those 

instances when Edna arrives to find Mademoiselle Reisz not at home, Mrs. Pontellier is 

welcome to “enter and wait for her return” (Chopin 90).  Mademoiselle Reisz thus 
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achieves the kind of expansiveness or freedom both within her home and the city which, 

as I will demonstrate, Edna seeks for herself. 

 Examining the polar opposites of Adèle and Mademoiselle Reisz and paying 

particular attention to the respective spaces which these women inhabit highlights the 

way in which Edna occupies a place that is physically in the middle of the two extremes.  

In other words, on Chopin‟s continuum of Creole insularity, Edna and her home occupy a 

space that is directly in between.  Her home is neither fully isolated nor fully open.  The 

first description we are given of the Pontelliers‟ place, for example, includes an 

illustration of both the home‟s exterior and its interior.  The outside is not explicitly 

portrayed as enclosed, as Chopin‟s narrator focuses instead on the unencumbered growth 

of “flowers and plants of every description which flourishes in South Louisiana” (48).  

The Pontellier‟s flora is regional, then, yet not necessarily confined to species native to 

New Orleans.  The interior of their house, however, is pictured as static, with Edna‟s 

husband Léonce “examining its various appointments and details, to show nothing was 

amiss” (Chopin 48).  It is also enclosed and controlled compared to the „flourish[ing]‟ 

yard, since, “[w]ithin doors the appointments were perfect after the conventional type.”  

But more telling is Edna‟s movement within and around the space of her home.  This is 

because Edna‟s physical placement throughout the text, her desire to be both outside of 

the home and yet also still inside the exclusive Creole enclave, signifies the woman‟s 

occupation of a liminal sort of status as an insider and outsider to her surroundings. 

 More than once, Edna is shown by Chopin as straddling the bounds between 

being inside and outside of her home.  On Grand Isle, for example, Edna refuses her 

husband‟s “command” to „come in the house instantly,‟ as she elects instead to remain on 
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the porch—a location which in its structural nature walks the line between being inside 

and outside of the residence (Chopin 31).  Additionally, once back in New Orleans, Mrs. 

Pontellier actually moves herself out of the home which she shares with Léonce.  But the 

woman does not go far.  Indeed, when informed of Edna‟s impending relocation, 

Mademoiselle Reisz asks her friend if she will go to „New York? to Iberville? to [her] 

father in Mississippi‟ (Chopin 76)?  Crucially, though, Mrs. Pontellier‟s new home stands 

„[j]ust two steps away‟ from her marital residence and still very much within New 

Orleans.  Dubbed “the pigeon house,” Edna‟s rental does, of course, signify the woman‟s 

attainment of a certain liberty from the confines of her previous home (Chopin 81).  

Nevertheless, the French Quarter location of the house as well as its diminutive nickname 

suggest that Edna remains still under the influence and control of the Creole community, 

as she is, in a sense, equated with a caged bird much like the French-mimicking parrot 

pictured in the novel‟s opening. 

 Unlike Adèle, Edna is not completely relegated to the inside.  Unlike 

Mademoiselle Reisz, Edna cannot fully escape it.  And importantly, she does not want to 

do so.  Edna seeks both space and acceptance from the Creole community, and this is the 

ultimate indicator of her status as a liminal figure.  It is also, as I will show, a cause of her 

eventual abdication from New Orleans.  In other words, Edna wants to enjoy the obvious 

benefits of membership to the wealthy and leisured Creole class—going “again to the 

races, and again” (Chopin 70) in the company of Creole socialites and insisting upon 

“giv[ing] a grand dinner” (Chopin 77) at her husband‟s expense even after she has 

relocated to the pigeon house.  Yet she aims to escape the home and its domestic 

obligations which, as Chopin demonstrates, necessarily come along with this societal 
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membership.  The woman thus attempts to carve out a new sort of place for herself within 

the city.  She endeavors to “find a place to stand” in New Orleans “that is both within her 

culture and outside it” (Rankin 151).  

 The way in which Edna struggles to remain both within and outside New Orleans 

is dramatized in the text by the woman‟s favorite pastime—her walking tours of the city.  

During these strolls, Edna is coded as a kind of explorer of or tourist to the city, as it is 

said that she “liked to wander alone into strange and unfamiliar places” (Chopin 56).  

This characterization is something that aligns the protagonist with her author, who 

similarly married into Creole New Orleans and who is also said to have “treated her 

experience there in tourist fashion, walking the streets for hours at a time” (Taylor 149).  

These moments of venturing outside of the home, then, signify both Edna‟s and Chopin‟s 

effectual othering and outsiderness—the way in which they are seemingly not real 

residents of the place.  But these walks also allow Edna to simulate moments of freedom, 

as the woman explains that she gains on these tours „rare little glimpses of life‟ that are 

missed by „women who don‟t like to walk‟ (Chopin 101).  Still, these brief moments or 

„glimpses‟ of the outside are always cut short by a call to return to the demands of 

domesticity and the mandates of New Orleans social proceedings.  For instance, after 

choosing to depart the home and walk about the city on the day normally reserved for her 

reception of callers, Edna is implored by Léonce to “observe les convenances”
6
 and to 

remain always inside on those designated days (Chopin 49).  The domestic obligation is 

here noticeably pronounced in French in an accentuation of both its Creoleness as well as 

its foreignness to Mrs. Pontellier.  Significantly, the French term is also explicitly 

                                                 
6
 proprieties, social conventions 
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associated with Edna being called back from the outside to the confines of her wedded 

home.   Similarly, after encountering Robert Lebrun during one of her “perambulations,” 

the freedom which Edna shares with her potential lover in an Edenic outdoor garden 

space is precluded upon their return to her residence (Chopin 100).  Once inside and 

almost immediately after the pair shares their first kiss, Edna is requested to leave Robert 

and go promptly to the altar of domesticity—Adèle‟s bedside—as the woman gives birth.  

Edna does leave, and when she returns, she finds that Robert has abandoned their plan to 

be together as a couple in the city.  Chopin thus makes it very clear that her protagonist 

cannot stay within New Orleans while also escaping the particular social and domestic 

requirements of this city.   

  Creole New Orleans, with its culturally-dictated sets of social codes, is not, 

Chopin affirms, Grand Isle, with its glaring lack of societal restrictions and obligations.  

The author makes plain that what is permissible in the environment of Grand Isle takes 

on an entirely different signification in the city setting.  Earlier in the text, for example, 

before Edna has returned with her family to New Orleans, the woman discusses with 

Robert the way in which she was hoping to continue their growing relationship in the 

city.  „I was planning to be together,‟ she says, „thinking of how pleasant it would be to 

see you in the city next winter‟ (Chopin 43).  To this admission, Robert rejoins, „So was 

I...Perhaps that‟s the—‟ before an abrupt goodbye.  Nancy Walker articulates, “The 

relationship between Edna and Robert is, of course, expected to have limits” once they 

return to New Orleans (“Feminist” 254).  By attempting, within New Orleans, to defy 

these limitations, Edna becomes insupportable by her society.  Her attempts at creating 

this fluid identity, one that is in yet not of her place, render her ultimately incompatible 
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with the identity of Creole New Orleans.  It is largely for this reason—Edna‟s concession 

to submit partially but not completely to the isolating demands of Creole New Orleans—

that Chopin finally removes her protagonist from the city setting.  The woman cannot 

remain as she is presently within the limits of her French Creole New Orleans.  Just as the 

city is depicted as being inhospitable to its residents in the summer, the place is also 

incompatible with Edna‟s desire to be both inside and outside of its insular community.  

Accordingly, the woman must return to the ocean, the most expansive and, more 

importantly, the most fluid place—a setting which can support her desires for a fluid 

identity. 

 

PART III: PRAXIS 

The following lessons are designed to be implemented in a 9
th

-12
th

 grade English 

classroom in the city of New Orleans, Louisiana.  As a result of this unit within the larger 

place-conscious curriculum, students will be able to: 

 articulate an understanding of New Orleans exceptionalism—how this concept is 

presented in The Awakening and also how the notion impacts the way in which they 

position themselves relative to the city  

 analyze the figure of the Creole from a historical, literary, and contemporary vantage 

 explain how Chopin uses a particular setting and a specific lexicon in both The 

Awakening and “Désirée‟s Baby” in order to dramatize the isolation of the French 

Creole population 

 extend these same techniques of analysis to include a consideration of their own 

identities and identification with certain groups and places within New Orleans 
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 formulate and defend an opinion about what aspects of Edna Pontellier‟s identity 

make her incompatible with the identity of New Orleans—an objective which 

requires also that they can express their understandings of the city‟s identity, as it is 

presented by Chopin 

 reflect upon how their own identities influence the ways in which they navigate 

within spaces that are, for reasons symbolic and physical, set apart from one another 

within the city of New Orleans 

 

Pre-reading Activity #1: New Orleans is Different— Yes or No? 

 Materials: Opinion Survey handout (Figure 1.1) 

 Procedure: Before entering the text of The Awakening, distribute to each student a 

copy of the Opinion Survey handout which contains six yes/no questions and two 

open-ended questions.  Each of these questions is designed to elicit a different aspect 

of students‟ views on New Orleans exceptionalism.  The questions also require that 

students consider ways in which they either consciously or unconsciously group 

themselves within the city.  Allow the students five minutes in order to complete the 

form.  Afterwards, ask students to hold onto their handouts and stand at their seats.  

Explain that the class will be sharing their responses through a Vote with Your Feet.  

Read aloud each question, one by one, and ask that the students who responded with a 

“Yes” go to one corner of the room and those who responded with a “No” travel to 

the other corner.  Each time, after the students have moved, allow the two groups to 

confer.  They will have one minute to organize a point of view and then have a 

speaker defend their chosen stance.  
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 Rationale: Students begin thinking about concepts such as New Orleans 

exceptionalism and how the city fits into the larger arc of the nation, notions that will 

be central to Chopin‟s text, but they do so in a way that is relevant and meaningful to 

their own lived experiences; Students reflect on specific questions of identity and 

identification that concern the ways they consciously or unconsciously group 

themselves in the city; The movement-based Vote with Your Feet speaks to the 

themes of walking and mobility addressed in the unit, and by visually mapping 

divisions based on students‟ answers, this activity illuminates the spatially-dictated 

social groupings that permeate both Chopin‟s text and contemporary New Orleans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1.1 Opinion Survey handout 

 

Pre-reading Activity #2: What is Creole?  Am I Creole? 

 Materials: Students‟ „Creole‟ items from home; Creole Fact Sheet handout (Figure 

1.2); Computers with access to the internet; Copies of Mary L. Shaffter‟s 1892 

Directions: Circle your responses to the following Yes or No questions.  In the last two 

questions, explain why you feel more strongly about some questions than others. 

(1) New Orleans is different than the rest of America.  Yes  No 

(2) New Orleans is better than the rest of America.  Yes  No 

(3) There are some parts of New Orleans that are better 

 than others.      Yes  No 

(4) I identify as a New Orleanian before I identify 

 as an American.      Yes  No 

(5) I identify myself based on what part of New Orleans 

 I live in (Uptown, Downtown, Warehouse District, 

 Garden District, French Quarter, Mid City, etc.).  Yes  No 

(6) My identity is determined by New Orleans.   Yes  No 

(7) For which question do you feel most confident in your answer?  Why? 

(8) For which question do you feel least confident in your answer?  Why? 
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newspaper article “Creole Women,” which can be found in the 1994 Norton Critical 

Edition to The Awakening  

 Procedure: Tell students that for homework it is their task to acquire and bring to 

class the following day some item which they think is Creole—something that either 

has the word “Creole” affixed to its name or that has associations to the term.  Give 

them no other parameters except that the item cannot be living.  The next day in class, 

distribute to each student the Creole Fact Sheet handout.  Allow them eight minutes 

to complete the first part of this handout, which asks them to identify their item and 

also to give their own explanation for why they believe it is Creole.  Next, each 

student will search the internet for the historical basis or background of why their 

item is associated with the term “Creole.”  Allow them twenty minutes to complete 

this task and to record their findings on the second portion of their handouts.  Come 

together as a whole group.  Ask for volunteers to share if they were surprised by 

anything that they discovered in their research.  Lastly, in groups of four, students 

will read and discuss Mary L. Shaffter‟s newspaper piece on “Creole Women,” which 

was published only seven years before Chopin‟s novel.  After reading the article, 

students will answer on their handouts and discuss in their groups: (1) whether they 

learned anything new about Creoles from the non-fiction column and (2) whether and 

where traces of this earlier historical figure of the Creole still persist in New Orleans 

today. 

 Rationale: Students consider and weigh the impact of the current Creole presence 

both in New Orleans and also in their daily lives within the city; Students reflect upon 

the inevitable discrepancies between their inherited image of the Creole culture and 
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the historical figure of the Creole; Based on what items students bring into class, they 

will be forced to reckon with problematic and complicated associations of the Creole 

population such as its image as a racialized and sexualized population; Students are 

primed to enter Chopin‟s text with an awareness of the historical diversity of the 

Creoles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1.2 Creole Fact Sheet handout   

 

During-reading Activity #1: “Désirée‟s Baby” and Creole Insularity 

 Materials: Copies of “Désirée‟s Baby,” found in most Chopin anthologies or easily 

accessible online; Chalkboard or whiteboard on which the teacher can write in view 

of the students 

 (Creole Tomato)    (French market coffee) 

Part 1 

What is your item? 

In your opinion, why is it Creole?  (Try to think beyond it simply having the word „Creole‟ in 

its name)  

Part 2 

What did your internet research about your item lead you to discover?  Is your item originally 

Creole?  Why or why not? 

Where did you find this information?  Do you think you can trust the validity of your sources? 

Part 3 

What is something new that you learned about Creoles and their history from Mary L. 

Shaffter‟s newspaper column? 

Do traces of this historical figure of the Creole still exist in New Orleans today?  If yes, 

where?  If no, what has changed? 
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 Procedure: As a whole class, conduct a popcorn reading where students take turns 

reading out loud paragraphs of Chopin‟s short story “Désirée‟s Baby.”  After 

finishing the story, do not immediately discuss the surprise or twist ending in which it 

is revealed that it is Armand, the son of a respected Creole family, and not his wife 

Désirée, an adopted woman of unknown origin, that is the source of their baby‟s non-

white blood.  Instead, consider the fact that the shock ending might have been wholly 

missed by several students, and invite the class to offer any questions they had about 

any part of the story.  Do not attempt to answer these questions as you go.  Rather, as 

each question is posed, write it on the board, and place a number beside it.  Once all 

questions have been written and numbered, ask the students to choose one question 

about which they feel confident they can address.  Students who selected question #1 

will work together as a group, as will those who selected #2, and so on.  This method 

motivates students by encouraging them to become “experts” on some aspect of the 

text.  Each person will write the group‟s collective answer to the question.  After 

fifteen minutes, initiate a Jigsaw activity in which “individual discussants move to a 

different sharing group so that each new group has an „expert‟ from the home groups” 

(Milner, Milner, and Mitchell 41f).  After all groups have grappled with all of the 

questions, come together as a whole class and pose a final question for debate.  Ask 

students whether or not they think that this story which treats miscegenation depicts a 

problem or fear that is still relevant in today‟s New Orleans.  If not, why?  If so, 

where or in what parts of the city is this fear most prevalent? 

 Rationale: Students are exposed to another of Chopin‟s writings, specifically, another 

of her local color portraits of an insular Creole community in New Orleans; Students 
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consider the implications of Chopin‟s neglecting to attend to the African origins of 

the Creoles in The Awakening;  Students are provided “with an opportunity to learn 

the power of their questions and the value of their own confusion as resources for 

interrogating a text in the manner of expert readers and accomplished literary critics” 

(Blau qtd. in Milner and Pope 11); Students are prepared to consider how in The 

Awakening, Edna‟s desire to “pass”—her struggle to pose as both insider and 

outsider—is not compatible with the specific social demands of her city; Students 

think critically about the current social demands of New Orleans and how these 

impact group making and group mixing. 

 

During-reading Activity #2: Exclusive New Orleans and French Charades 

 Materials: Student journals; French Vocabulary handout (Figure 1.3); Slips of paper 

with French terms and their definitions (Figure 1.4); Small bowl or hat from which to 

draw the slips of paper during the game 

 Procedure: One day prior to this activity, students should be given a handout with a 

list of French terms and expressions found in the text of The Awakening.  Instruct 

students for homework to look up and then write the English translations of these 

words (most of which will be found in any modern publication of the book) beside 

their corresponding French terms.  Begin the next day in class with students 

responding to the following journal prompt, which should be displayed on the board: 

Have you ever felt excluded because you didn‟t speak the “language” of a certain 

club or organization in New Orleans?  If so, describe your memory of this moment.  

Explain what it was that prevented you from fully understanding this group—its 
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vocabulary, accent, idiom, etc.  If this has not happened to you, consider the clubs 

and organizations you belong to at school or in the community.  How could these 

groups be considered to possess their own type of language?  Allow students to free 

write on this topic for ten minutes.  Next, discuss with students how Edna Pontellier 

is largely excluded from the Creole group and their customs because she is American, 

and specifically, because she does not speak their mandated language of French.  

Then, tell students that they will be playing a game of charades using the French 

vocabulary which they have defined.  Divide the class into two teams.  One by one, a 

member of each team will draw a slip of paper.  Each slip should have both the 

French word and its English translation; this is in order to prevent any student‟s 

embarrassment at being in front of the class and forgetting the English meaning.  

Without speaking, the student will act out the clue for the English word(s), but the 

guessing team will have to respond with the French by referring to their list of 

definitions.  Continue play until each person gets at least one turn. 

 Rationale: Students are better equipped to envision the New Orleans world of the 

novel through an understanding of the French terminology; Students comprehend 

Edna‟s confusion and exclusion as a non-French speaking American amongst her 

Creole companions; Students recognize that exclusive practices still exist in New 

Orleans, and they reflect upon their own experiences navigating through these insular 

groups or places within the city via language; Students begin the journals in which 

they will document their own New Orleans experiences throughout the curriculum. 
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Figure 1.3 French Vocabulary handout 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1.4 French Terms and Definitions  

 

 

Directions: Research the English translations of each French word found in The Awakening, 

and write the English versions in the corresponding spaces. 

allez vous-en  __________  atelier   __________ 

  

blaguer   __________  bon garçon  __________ 

    

en bon ami  __________  en bonne ménagère __________ 

    

la belle dame  __________  les convenances  __________  

     

ma reine  __________  nom de guerre  __________ 

   

parterre  __________  pauvre chérie  __________ 

   

si tu savais  __________  soirée musicale  __________ 

    

souffrante  __________  soyez sage  __________ 

   

                                                     
     

allez vous-en = go away    atelier = studio/workshop 

 

blaguer = joker/comedian/clown  bon garçon = nice fellow 

  

en bon ami = as a friend    en bonne ménagère = as a good housewife

     

la belle dame = the beautiful woman  les convenances = proprieties/conventions 

     

ma reine = my queen/my love   nom de guerre = pseudonym  

   

parterre = garden    pauvre chérie = poor darling 

   

si tu savais = if you knew   soirée musicale = evening of music  

    

souffrante = ill     soyez sage = be wise/be good  
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During-reading Activity #3: Naming the New Orleans Experience  

 Materials: Chalkboard or whiteboard on which the teacher can write in view of the 

students; Student journals; Blank paper; Coloring pens or pencils; Several books to 

pass around the class 

 Procedure: Explain to students that the original title of The Awakening, according to 

Kate Chopin‟s notebook, was “A Solitary Soul” (Chopin 2).  Allow students ten 

minutes to free write in their journals on the following topic, which should also be 

displayed on the board: Do you think that “A Solitary Soul” is a more appropriate 

title for Edna Pontellier‟s experience in New Orleans?  Why or why not? Point to 

particular moments in the text that demonstrate your opinion.  Next, each student will 

share their responses with a neighbor for four minutes—this guarantees that all 

students have had time to prepare and practice explaining their thoughts on the 

subject.  Then, as a whole group, conduct a roundtable discussion about whether or 

not they do believe that “A Solitary Soul” more accurately describes what Edna 

experiences in the city.  After twenty minutes, give students their next task.  

Distribute pieces of blank paper, and tell the class that it is their job to come up with a 

title for their own unique experiences in New Orleans.  They will also design a book 

cover that features this title.  This cover should include a three to four sentence blurb 

describing the action of the book and also a brief description of themselves, the 

authors.  They will leave a blank space on the cover for an illustration which will be 

filled during a subsequent activity.  Pass around several books in order to help 

students generate ideas for how to format this cover.  After twenty minutes, divide 

students into groups of five where they will “pitch” their books to their group 
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members.  The group will decide on one that it wants to “publish,” and its author will 

present it to the whole class. 

 Rationale: Students address one of the novel‟s central tensions—the way in which 

Edna both seeks and shuns isolation from the Creole community; Students begin the 

difficult process of articulating how their own experiences and resultant identities 

have been shaped by the city which they inhabit; Students learn not only about one 

another, but also about what is likely to be a diverse set of experiences which occur in 

different contexts within the same city. 

 

Post-reading Activity #1: Recreating Edna‟s Walking Tours 

 Materials: Camera projector with computer hookup; Digital cameras—can be shared 

by pairs of students; Computer(s) with printer connection; Glue or staplers 

 Procedure: Tell the students that today they are going to be acting, in a manner 

similar to how Edna would tour New Orleans on foot, as foreign sorts of explorers 

within the outside environs of their own city.  Using a camera projector with 

computer hookup, display for the class the Google Maps image of the campus and its 

surrounding grounds.  Use Google Street View to zoom in on landmarks that „place‟ 

the campus in the wider proximity of the city.  Next, distribute digital cameras to the 

class, and then lead the group on a walking tour of the area surrounding the campus.  

Remind students that even though they are outside of the school, they are still, like 

Edna, limited by the responsibilities of the school as to how far they may roam.  The 

students should be instructed to look around their surroundings and to take pictures of 

objects or scenes which in a creative way illuminate the titles of their own books on 
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experiencing New Orleans.  Once back inside the school, students will take turns 

uploading their pictures to the computer and choosing one to print.  They will glue or 

staple this photo to their book covers, which will then be affixed to the front of their 

student journals. 

 Rationale: Students experience the outside as Edna does, moving about in a manner 

that is aware of what it means to be free only to an extent within a space that is 

socially and culturally controlled; Students reflect upon their notions of their New 

Orleans experiences and invent ways to visually represent these notions through 

outdoor scenes.   

 

Post-reading Activity #2: Leaving New Orleans 

 Materials: Pros and Cons handout (Figure 1.5); Chalkboard or whiteboard on which 

the teacher can write in view of the students; Student journals 

 Procedure: Divide students into pairs, and then distribute the Pros and Cons handout.  

Allow students fifteen minutes to complete this worksheet, which asks them to make 

a list of both the pros and the cons for Edna staying in New Orleans and also to 

answer whether or not they think that Edna could have ultimately remained in the 

city.  Come together as a whole group.  Each pair will then share what they have 

determined is the biggest pro and the biggest con for Edna in New Orleans.  Make a 

running list of these on the board.  After each group has spoken, facilitate discussion 

by asking people to share their reasoning behind whether or not they think that Edna 

could have stayed in New Orleans.  Finally, have students take out their journals and 

record their answer to the following topic: What do you think is the biggest pro and 
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the biggest con of living in New Orleans in the present day?  In your opinion, does 

the good outweigh the bad in the city?  Why or why not? 

 Rationale: Students grapple with the key questions of why Chopin has her protagonist 

not only commit suicide, but also leave New Orleans at the novel‟s end; Students 

draw out evidence from the text in order to support their claims for whether Edna is 

incompatible with her place; Students reflect upon their own critical opinions of their 

city, and this sort of thinking primes them for Chapter 2, which focuses on Tennessee 

Williams‟s A Streetcar Named Desire and Blanche DuBois, a woman who attempts in 

vain to change what she interprets as negative and inhospitable qualities of New 

Orleans. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 1.5 Pros and Cons handout 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Directions: Write as if you are Edna Pontellier, and list the pros and the cons of staying in 

New Orleans.  Mark what you think is the biggest pro and the biggest con. 

PROS      CONS 

 

 

 

Do you think that Edna could have stayed in New Orleans at the end? Why or why not? 
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CHAPTER TWO 

CAREFREE AND YET ALSO CARELESS: THE REAL NEW ORLEANS IN  

TENNESSEE WILLIAMS‟S A STREETCAR NAMED DESIRE 

 
Traditionally the city that care forgot, New Orleans 

is, perhaps, best known for its liberal attitude toward 

human frailties, its „Live and Let Live‟ policy.  To the 

tourist the city is first of all a place in which to eat, 

drink, and be merry. 

                 --The Federal Writers‟ Project of Louisiana 

 

PART I: PURPOSE 

In chapter one, my analysis of The Awakening with its attendant pedagogical 

approaches prompted my students to consider how they envisioned themselves fitting 

into the social landscape of the diverse and yet also exclusive place of New Orleans.  In 

this second chapter, I will address the more intimate space of home by applying place-

conscious criticism and pedagogies to a consideration of how the interior space functions 

in A Streetcar Named Desire.  Through lessons and activities which require students to 

extend their analyses of the domestic site in Tennessee Williams‟s text to a consideration 

of their own notions of New Orleans as home, the class will reckon with how their 

conceptions of home are defined vis-à-vis their place and vice versa.  Again, as in the 

previous chapter, I seek to complicate the preconceived impressions that students might 

have about their city.  Specifically, my aim is to upset the pervasive idea of the larger city 

as being easygoing, accepting, and carefree.  I will achieve this by emphasizing 

Williams‟s portrayal of a particular French Quarter neighborhood as a site of 

degenerative carelessness and individualistic competition.  Finally, I will reveal to my 

students how New Orleans consequently represents both home and exile for the character 

of Blanche DuBois—how the woman remains, like Edna Pontellier, in and yet not of the 
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city in which she lives.  In turn, my students will reflect upon how New Orleans may or 

may or may not, in spite of their physical inhabitation of the place, represent home for 

themselves and for their classmates. 

 

PART II: ANALYSIS 

 In 1938, Tennessee Williams, then Thomas Lanier Williams, traveled from St. 

Louis to New Orleans with the intention of finding work with the Federal Writers‟ 

Project of Louisiana (Holditch and Leavitt).  This project, funded by President 

Roosevelt‟s New Deal during the Depression, would in that same year publish their New 

Orleans City Guide, the book which would officially bestow New Orleans with its now 

well-known moniker as “the city that care forgot,” a slogan inspired by the outward 

tendency of residents to ignore business or social obligations in favor of relaxation and 

celebration (The Federal Writers‟ Project xx).  Although a “job for Tom never 

materialized” with the Writers‟ Project, the author still established residency in New 

Orleans, and both Williams and the carefree nickname would go on to have long and 

prominent lives in the city (Holditch and Leavitt 59).  For instance, New Orleans 

„provided [Williams] with more material than any other part of the country,‟ and the 

Tennessee Williams New Orleans Literary Festival has been celebrated annually in the 

French Quarter since 1986 (qtd. in Holditch and Leavitt 61).  Additionally, the sobriquet 

for „the city that care forgot‟ is still deployed in in books, film, and music as an 

immediate identifier of New Orleans.  But undoubtedly, the meaning or allusion 

imbedded within the nickname has changed dramatically since its instatement in the City 

Guide.  Newspapers have made ironic use of the label in headlines of stories describing 
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unchecked crime in the city and the glaring inadequacies of New Orleans‟s legal system 

(Whelan and Young).  And, of course, after Hurricane Katrina, the alias has been 

referenced in public media outlets such as episodes of the HBO series Treme, Spike Lee‟s 

documentary When the Levees Broke, and jazz musician Dr. John‟s aptly-titled album 

The City That Care Forgot.  These sources and others have taken on the sobriquet in 

order to address the status of New Orleans as a place in need and yet neglected by the 

outside world.  I will explore further the implications of this shift in meaning with my 

students in the praxis section to this chapter, but what I wish to propose here is that 

Tennessee Williams, in A Streetcar Named Desire (1947), hereafter Streetcar, predicts 

this change.   

In Streetcar, Williams responds, albeit indirectly, to the tagline earlier promoted 

by his would-be employer.  Of course, his response is not about care being withheld from 

the outside, as would largely be the case post-Katrina.  But rather, his rejoinder to „the 

city that care forgot‟ is about an internal struggle within the bounds of the city‟s limits.  

Williams shows that in so forgetting their cares, the residents of New Orleans have 

forgotten to take care of their city, allowing at least certain neighborhoods within the 

place to degenerate into an “atmosphere of decay” (Williams 3).  These citizens have 

also, the author demonstrates, become careless with regard to one another, as every man 

must fend for himself, and every woman must depend upon her man in Streetcar‟s 

depiction of New Orleans‟s cutthroat competition for space, place, and primacy.  

Accordingly, Williams fictionalizes, in a manner similar to and yet distinct from what 

Kate Chopin did before him, New Orleans‟s essential “paradoxical nature,” a different 

version of the same and yet condition of the city espoused by Walker Percy in “New 
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Orleans Mon Amour” (“The Broken World” 149).  As I will illuminate, this fundamental 

tension between pleasant insouciance and gross overindulgence gets played out in the text 

through Williams‟s problematic depiction of the place as home.  Specifically, it is 

through the author‟s portrayal of the character Blanche DuBois and the woman‟s tenuous 

occupation of her sister‟s New Orleans tenement, as this cramped and non-private place 

represents Blanche‟s exile more than it does her domicile.   

Williams‟s illustration of New Orleans is thus extremely localized, as it is focused 

solely on the apartment Blanche‟s sister Stella shares with her husband Stanley Kowalski.  

This is because the majority of the author‟s arguments about New Orleans are not about 

the city as a whole.  Rather, his claims about carelessness concern a specific French 

Quarter neighborhood within the larger place, which is, as we saw in The Awakening, 

both culturally and spatially isolated.  In the confined space of the Kowalskis‟ home, the 

problems or cares of their section of New Orleans are reified by Williams through the 

author‟s dramatization of Stanley‟s brutal pragmatism and Stella‟s forced dependence 

upon her husband as a provider.  Throughout the text, however, their neighborhood is 

frequently conflated with greater New Orleans.  But this amalgamation or overlaying of 

settings has more to do with the image of the city than with its reality.  That is, Williams 

reveals that in the minds of outsiders like Blanche, the entity of New Orleans often 

assumes its own kind of symbolic identity.  As I suggested in the introduction to this 

thesis, this conflation is still the prevailing method of reading the city in this text and 

others considered representative of New Orleans‟s role in fiction.  The following chapter 

is then an examination of why Blanche, much like Edna Pontellier before her, cannot 

convert her status as a guest of New Orleans to permanent residency within the place.  As 
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I will reveal, Blanche‟s failure to settle in the city, her fate to be in and yet not of the 

place, is due to the woman‟s inability to reconcile her own idealistic conception of New 

Orleans with the realistic identity of the French Quarter neighborhood within the city, as 

it is presented by Williams. 

It should be noted that in the long tradition of scholarship on the play, many 

critics have already identified Blanche‟s crucial slippage out of the real world and into 

the realm of idealism or illusion.
7
  But my argument differs from these and most other 

critical interpretations which read Blanche‟s dependence upon imagination and her 

mental dissolution as purely a result of the woman‟s Old South “tradition” being 

incompatible with the New South way of life in the mid-twentieth century (Kazan 23).  

My claim, conversely, is not only about Blanche being out of position in terms of time.  

Instead, I argue here that Blanche remains essentially out of place in the city—fated to be 

no more than a temporary guest in New Orleans.  Her expulsion at the play‟s conclusion 

occurs then primarily because her aspiration to install an idealistic image of a redemptive 

and sheltering New Orleans home is incongruous with the actuality of the part of the city 

which she inhabits.  In other words, although Blanche seeks “sanctuary” (Williams 67) 

and “protection” (146) in New Orleans, what she, as an outsider, finds there is actually 

the city‟s harsh reality, an unforgiving realism accentuated within the text by an emphasis 

on the non-romantic, the fleshly, and the degenerated qualities of the place. 

 Tennessee Williams defines this gritty reality straightaway.  Even before the 

play‟s first spoken lines, the author and his set designer Jo Mielziner manage to craft an 

image of the Kowalskis‟ neighborhood that is glaring in its dilapidation and disrepair.  

                                                 
7
 Notably: Holditch (1993), Bryan (1993), and Kernan (1958 and 1987)  



38 

 

The opening stage directions reveal that the setting rests “on a street in New Orleans 

which is named Elysian Fields” and that this section of town is, based on its appearance, 

obviously “poor” (Williams 3).  In ironic contrast to the neighborhood‟s heavenly name, 

it is clear that the dearth of cares in this area of New Orleans has given way to a hellish 

carelessness.  The houses here have been neglected and are “weathered grey, with rickety 

outside stairs,” while “the warm breath of the brown river” contributes to the overall 

“atmosphere of decay” which permeates this place (Williams 3).  The author also wastes 

no time before revealing that his protagonist, Blanche DuBois, does not outwardly fit into 

this “drama of decline” (Eckstein 37).  The stage directions which introduce Blanche as 

she approaches for the first time her sister Stella Kowalski‟s apartment explain that the 

woman‟s “appearance is incongruous to this setting” (Williams 5).  To illustrate her 

incompatibility with her surroundings, the unspoken notes indicate that Blanche “is 

daintily dressed in a white suit with a fluffy bodice, necklace and earrings of pearl, with 

gloves and hat, looking as if she were arriving at a summer tea or cocktail party in the 

garden district.”  Admittedly, this description of her excessive and inappropriate 

costuming does emphasize the way in which Blanche is a woman seemingly 

anachronistic or living in a past time.  But Williams also makes clear by his explicit 

references to Blanche‟s discord with her „setting‟ and her better suitability for „the 

garden district,‟ a remarkably different and more upscale part of the city, that the woman 

holds the wrong expectations for New Orleans—that the character possesses an 

inaccurately ideal perception of the specific neighborhood which she is entering. 

Thus Blanche wears an expression of “shocked disbelief” as she first apprehends 

her destination of Elysian Fields (Williams 5).  Crucially, though, her incredulity results 
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not so much from the woman‟s inability to comprehend the grossness of this section of 

the city, but more so from her failure to conceive of the reality that her sister actually 

lives there.  We know this because Blanche, looking from “a slip of paper, then at the 

building, then again at the slip and again at the building,” thinks she must have gotten 

lost somewhere during the streetcar transit to her sister‟s apartment (Williams 5).  

Doubtingly, she asks upon her arrival at 632 Elysian Fields, “This—can this be—her 

home” (Williams 6)?  It is thus made clear from this preliminary misgiving, the first of 

many instances where Blanche remains incapable of processing the reality of her physical 

situation, that home is meant to be understood in the text as a central concern for the 

woman.  As Mark Royden Winchell explains, “From the moment of her first entrance, 

Blanche brings with her a vision of home that varies sharply from what she encounters in 

Elysian Fields” (136).  We see here that in her mind, the very idea of home is 

unbendingly affixed to one‟s identity.  Blanche cannot reconcile that Stella would live 

here because she associates her sister‟s identity with Belle Reve, their “great big” 

plantation “home-place” in Mississippi (Williams 9).  Similarly, when the upstairs 

neighbor Eunice tells Ms. DuBois: “just go in and make yourself at home” in the 

apartment, since Stella and her husband are out bowling, Blanche responds: “How could 

I—do that” (Williams 8)?  Ostensibly, this reaction indicates Blanche‟s confusion, before 

having learned that Eunice serves as landlord, about how she could enter her sister‟s 

empty residence without a key.  But more than this, Blanche‟s response also discloses the 

woman‟s skepticism about how she could ever possibly be „at home‟ in such a place that 

is so contrary both to how she conceives of home and also to how she conceives of 

herself.  This moment early on in scene one of the play thus sets up the tension that 
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undergirds the entirety of Williams‟s text, as Blanche will in vain attempt to „make 

[her]self at home‟ in New Orleans.  Or, more accurately, since she cannot consent to an 

adjustment of her own identity, she will unsuccessfully attempt to make the home her 

place—to transform the New Orleans apartment into her idealized domestic space. 

Home is not only affixed to one‟s identity, then, as Williams also demonstrates 

the way in which home, identity, and one‟s geographic place all interact and enact 

influence upon one another.  As I have already shown, Blanche conceives of both her 

sister and herself in terms of their home.  But what I am arguing now is that in Streetcar, 

identity also depends largely upon place, as one‟s home is revealed to be inevitably 

impacted by the context of the physical space beyond the walls of a residence.  Williams 

first presents this line of thinking through the character of Eunice, who refers repeatedly 

to Blanche‟s home at Belle Reve as the woman‟s „place.‟  The local begins the exchange: 

Eunice.  And you‟re from Mississippi, huh? 

Blanche.  Yes. 

Eunice.  [Stella] showed me a picture of your home-place, the plantation. 

 Blanche.  Belle Reve? 

 Eunice.  A great big place with white columns. 

 Blanche.  Yes... 

 Eunice.  A place like that must be awful hard to keep up.  

(Williams 9, emphasis mine) 

In multiple iterations, Eunice manages to emphasize the other-placeness of Belle Reve.  

In so doing, it is made clear that Eunice, as a New Orleanian, largely interprets Blanche, a 

stranger, based on her out-of-state origins.  But while Eunice hyphenates Blanche‟s 
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„place‟ with „home,‟ Blanche refuses to refer to Stella‟s apartment as her sister‟s „home,‟ 

acquiescing only to call it her „place.‟  After labeling the Kowalski residence a “horrible 

place” (Williams 11), Blanche insists that her sister “explain this place” and justify what 

she is “doing in a place like this” (12).  The repetition of the word „place‟ in both of these 

conversations is significant.  Most obviously, the term has migrated from its earlier use in 

the exchange with Eunice.  Where before it was used to mean Blanche‟s home, now the 

term is deployed in order to depict her home as something distant, something not even to 

be named.  Williams makes clear that Blanche conceives of the space of home not only as 

important, but also as a site that is in many ways sacred.   

What Blanche encounters inside her sister‟s home, however, is a dramatization of 

this section of New Orleans‟s troubles—a carelessness and an overall lack of restraint, 

which Williams demonstrates have invaded the space of the home.  In performances of 

the play, this outside infiltration of the domestic interior is realized largely through the 

revelatory scenery and lighting created by Mielziner according to Williams‟s instructions 

for the set of Streetcar‟s 1947 Broadway premiere.  In this original design, the 

“translucent walls” and “selective light that revealed or concealed” served to make the 

outside, on cue, actually blend with the interior of the Kowalski home (Mielziner 141).  

Accordingly, “sometimes we can see the street and the outside of the house; and, 

sometimes, a wall of the house becomes transparent, and we see inside the house” (Small 

5).  The primary effect of this transformative set is an illustration of the way in which the 

home space stands as completely vulnerable to the impeding reality of the outside world.  

But it also emphasizes, I argue, Williams‟s depiction of carelessness, a lack of respect for 

personal space which gets played out within the space of the apartment and which 
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contrasts directly with Blanche‟s stated demand for “protection” in her home (Williams 

9).   

By this I mean that even the viewing audience is implicated, in so observing the 

domestic lives of the characters within their „sometimes‟ transparent home, in an act of 

voyeurism or a trespass upon their personal space.  This disrespect is further emphasized 

for Blanche by the way in which “there‟s no privacy” for the visitor within the space of 

the Kowalskis‟ home (Williams 111).  She is forced to sleep in the kitchen, change 

clothes behind flimsy portieres, and travel through the married couple‟s bedroom in order 

to reach the toilet.  This only exacerbates the overall lack of restraint that is dramatized 

within the home through the unchecked sexuality of Blanche‟s sister and her husband.  

For instance, Blanche expresses concern over the fact that “there‟s no door between the 

two rooms” and fears that such a living situation will not be “decent” (Williams 16).  

While she has come to the city searching for “sanctuary” in her home, Blanche has 

instead found the opposite, an observation she voices in her assertion that the “cathedral 

bells” are “the only clean thing in the Quarter” (Williams 170).  And while Blanche 

believes that the home is meant to be sacred, Williams shows that the Kowalski home, 

with its susceptibility to the forces of the outside, is anything but. 

As we soon learn, though, Blanche has lost to debt and death her family‟s 

plantation residence.  Accordingly, the woman is homeless and without “her center of 

stability, her identity” (Tischler 48).  New Orleans and her sister‟s home within the city 

represent Blanche‟s “last refuge” in the world (Bryan 119).  So, in spite of the way in 

which the Kowalskis‟ home does not match her „vision,‟ she seeks to make it conform to 

this ideal.  She seeks to regain her „stability‟ by attempting to establish roots and 
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permanence in New Orleans.  The way she does this, according to W. Kenneth Holditch, 

is by endeavoring “to transform the New Orleans milieu, placing a paper lantern over the 

harsh light, putting new covers on the furniture, adjusting an unsatisfactory environment 

to her own needs” (“The Broken World” 156).  Admittedly, most of her work has to do 

with rearranging the room in a way that conceals its rawness or its indecency—covering 

the lights with decorative lanterns because she “can‟t stand a naked bulb, any more 

than...a rude remark or vulgar action” (Williams 60).  But as I earlier expounded, 

Williams shows the Kowalskis‟ apartment to be a microcosmic representation of 

Blanche‟s conception of New Orleans.  Thus, as Blanche works upon her sister‟s home in 

attempts to make it her own, she is essentially trying to convert the city into a place 

suitable for her own residence.   

While Blanche endeavors to establish permanent residence and roots in the New 

Orleans apartment—refusing “to be put up at a hotel,” because she “couldn‟t stand” the 

thought of being “just a visiting in-law”—she instead hovers perpetually somewhere 

between being a resident and a guest in the place (Williams 17).  Almost everything 

about Blanche‟s efforts to make a home here suggests her impermanence.  The guest 

sleeps on a folding bed; she is perpetually lost in the city and must ask her sister “[w]hich 

way” to go outside of the home; and, most obviously, the tools the woman uses to enact 

the changes upon the environment are all of a fragile materiality (Williams 45).  The airy 

smell of the perfume she sprays and the delicate paper of her lantern—these are, in their 

very nature, short lived.  This is also the case with the “Paper Moon” song Blanche 

repeatedly sings throughout the text, a tune with a title that indicates both the 

insubstantiality and fantasy of its subject.  Blanche‟s ephemeral song is several times 
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overtaken and silenced by the refrain of the “blue piano,” a piece of music which the 

stage directions suggest embodies “the life which goes on here” (Williams 3).  

Accordingly, Blanche‟s fleeting attempts to overlay her ideal of New Orleans atop of the 

reality of the place register as delusional.  Stanley will eventually tear the paper lantern 

from off of the bulb and accuse Blanche of making no lasting contribution to the home, 

asserting that she leaves behind only “spilt talcum and old empty perfume bottles” 

(Williams 176).  As Violet Harrington Bryan explains, “In the New Orleans of 

Streetcar...magic is only temporary” (120).  Thus while Blanche boasts on a date with 

Mitch, a potential suitor, about her successes in making the New Orleans apartment more 

amenable to her identity, claiming “I‟ve done so much with this place since I‟ve been 

here...This room is almost—dainty.  I want to keep it that way,” the implication is that 

she cannot possibly keep „this place‟ that way (Williams 142).  And ultimately, as I will 

show, the reason why she cannot permanently convert the Kowalskis‟ home into her own 

is because her romantic idealism is no match for the reality of New Orleans. 

Blanche‟s useless fight against New Orleans‟s reality is dramatized within the text 

and, importantly, within the home, through her desperate and often-physical struggle with 

Stella‟s husband.  In a manner reminiscent of Chopin‟s positioning of Adèle inside her 

typified French Creole home, Williams places Stanley and his apartment in direct 

opposition to Blanche in Streetcar.  That is to say, if Mrs. DuBois is defined by her 

identification of Belle Reve as home, Mr. Kowalski is likewise classified by his 

neighborhood of New Orleans, his self-proclaimed “territory” (Williams 26).  What 

follows then is an examination of how Stanley represents, with his primal sort of 

pragmatism, the unbending reality of the city which has seeped into both his residence 
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and his marriage.  The ultimate outcome of this juxtaposition of Stanley against his sister-

in-law will be a demonstration of how Blanche‟s romantically “non-realistic view” of 

home is inevitably overcome, like it already has been for Stella, by the violently “realistic 

view of Stanley” (Kernan 9).  

Unlike Blanche, who is likened to a transparent sort of “moth” and described in 

terms of wilting corporeality, Stanley is substantial, fleshly, and most importantly, real 

(Williams 5).  His first direction within the play, for instance, is to heave a “red-stained 

package from a butcher‟s” to his wife who stands waiting on their apartment‟s landing 

(Williams 4).  The sexual innuendo of this action is wholly apparent, and it exemplifies 

the way in which the male figure represents the “sins of the flesh” so characteristic of 

Williams‟s French Quarter New Orleans (“The Broken World” 149).  But more than this, 

his initial act on stage also registers as essentially carnal, even bestial.  As many critics, 

including Holditch, have noted, Stanley is coded here and throughout the text in 

“animalistic” terms (“The Broken World” 157).  My specific claim, though, is that 

Stanley‟s animalism is used by Williams not only to emphasize the man‟s sexuality as the 

ultimate “seed-bearer” (Williams 25), but also to underscore his role as a viable 

competitor within the natural world of New Orleans—the survival of the fittest 

competition which Stanley appropriately labels, in zoological terms, the “rat-race” 

(Williams 163) of the city.  The author makes it clear that in Stanley‟s New Orleans 

realm, an every-man-for-himself “battle for space and place” spawned from the city‟s 

carelessness, a primitive and survivalist attitude is necessary for success (Eckstein 57).  

This competition gets played out most clearly in scene three, a section titled “The Poker 

Night” (Williams 46).  The atmosphere of this game at the Kowalskis‟ home, with its 
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“lurid nocturnal brilliance” and “raw colors,” evokes the image of a rainforest or jungle.  

The players, too, are coded to be primal sorts of creatures “at the peak of their physical 

manhood, as coarse and direct and powerful as the primary colors” which imbue the 

apartment during this scene.  Stanley demonstrates his animalistic dominance over this, 

his space, in two ways.  With the other men in the game, he threatens that if they do not 

like his house rules, then they should, “for the sake of Jesus, go home, then” (Williams 

48).  With the women, Stanley shows that he, the “richly feathered male bird” (Williams 

25) overrules Blanche and Stella, the “hens” (54).  He achieves this through his 

demonstration of sexual and physical prowess.  He “gives a loud whack of his hand on 

[Stella‟s] thigh” and then later throws Blanche‟s radio out the window (Williams 50).  

Although violently, Stanley thus asserts his dominance over this space, his home. 

But Stanley‟s classification as a kind of animal is not to suggest that he is 

unintelligent.  Rather, Williams‟s taxonomy shows that Stanley possesses the specific 

kind of knowledge that is required in order to prosper in a cutthroat part of New Orleans.  

This knowledge is best defined, I argue, as a practicality or pragmatism about one‟s 

physical situation.  Stanley is acutely aware, for instance, of those specific legal practices 

of the city that will help him increase his property.  He explains to his wife that “[i]n the 

state of Louisiana we have the Napoleonic code according to which what belongs to the 

wife belongs to the husband and vice versa” (Williams 32).  This situational practicality 

is a crucial skill which Williams shows Blanche to be missing, and this—her refusal to 

take a realistic objective when looking at New Orleans—is a main reason why the woman 

cannot continue residing in the city.   
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In this specific instance, Blanche cannot comprehend the social and legal codes 

which govern New Orleans.  Confronted by Stanley about what has happened to the 

DuBois family estate, property that belongs also to Mr. Kowalski by means of New 

Orleans law, Blanche denies reality and once again retreats to her temporary methods of 

idealization, as she “sprays herself with her atomizer; then playfully sprays him with it” 

(Williams 41).  Blanche must constantly be reminded of the reality of her physical 

situation.  Voicing her awareness of the city‟s exceptionalism, Stella asks Blanche to 

remember that “New Orleans is not like other cities” (Williams 12).  And when Blanche 

fantasizes about superimposing Edgar Allan Poe‟s “ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir” 

over her actual topography, her sister quickly assures her that “No, honey, those are the L 

& N tracks” (Williams 12).  Blanche even futilely attempts to change the people which 

constitute her surroundings.  In her mind, she replaces several of the New Orleans locals 

with romantic and literary heroes.  To Blanche, the paperboy is “a young Prince out of 

the Arabian Nights,” while Mitch is the eponymous “Rosenkavalier” from Strauss‟s 

opera (Williams 99).  This is the essential difference between Blanche and Stella, who 

both hail from the same home.  Stella accepts the reality of her situation, no matter how 

bleak, and does not attempt to change her husband, no matter how “crude” (Williams 25) 

or “common” (Williams 82) he may be.  Stella “came to New Orleans and looked out for 

[her]self,” and the way the woman accomplished this, I claim, is by being realistic 

(Williams 20).  In other words, Stella recognizes that the only way for her, a single 

woman, to survive in New Orleans is to marry a survivalist man.  Thus she forgoes the 

idealism of Belle Reve by allowing Stanley to pull her “down off them columns” at the 

plantation and by making her new home with him in Elysian Fields (Williams 137).  
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Stella‟s reality, like Stanley‟s, is then intimately tied to the space of their home.  

Recognizing that she cannot prosper without her husband, she consents to returning to the 

apartment one night even after she asserts that Stanley has acted like an “animal thing” in 

hitting her (Williams 62).  Of course, Stella‟s surrender should also be attributed at least 

partially to the way in which she genuinely loves her husband.  But it should not be 

overlooked that Williams largely depicts this love as the woman‟s desperate dependence 

upon her man.  She admits that she “can hardly stand it when he is away for a night” and 

that “when he comes back [she] cr[ies] on his lap like a baby” (Williams 19).  As a result, 

in this scene where Stanley brings Stella back to the home after he has physically abused 

his pregnant wife, it is apparent that he is able to do so because Stella has submitted to 

the necessary reality of her surroundings.  By making use of the set, Williams spatially 

symbolizes this surrender.  At first, Stella stands above Stanley on the landing of the 

second floor apartment.  But then, she consents to descending to his lower level.  He 

brings her down, then, like he did from her plantation columns, to his earthly position.  

And here she becomes like him, a kind of survivalist creature, as they “come together 

with low, animal moans” (Williams 67).  Thus while Blanche maintains that Stella must 

“still have sufficient memory of Belle Reve to find this place and these poker players 

impossible to live with,” it is obvious that Mrs. Kowalski has dispensed of such memory 

and illusion in favor of the reality of New Orleans (Williams 80).  

I have taken this time to illustrate Stella‟s acceptance of the reality of her place 

because it is she who eventually decides to expel Blanche from both their home and the 

city of New Orleans.  Crucially, it is Stella‟s devotion to reality that compels her to make 

this choice and send her sister to the state‟s mental institution.  As Stella explains, she 
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“couldn‟t believe [Blanche‟s] story and go on living with Stanley” (Williams 165).  

While the audience knows the „story‟ in question to be true—that Stanley, in the ultimate 

demonstration of his animalistic dominance, has raped Blanche—what matters is that 

Stella denies her sister‟s version of events as another one of her fantastic sort of tales.  

Stella‟s decision to rank her home with Stanley above her sister makes it clear, then, that 

New Orleans‟s reality has won out against idealism.  This leaves Blanche as she was 

when she first arrived in the city—homeless, “abandoned, and friendless” (Eckstein 54).  

A single woman, Blanche is thus obsolete in this place, a fate that is emphasized in an 

earlier conversation between Stella and Stanley.  The woman asks her husband: “What on 

earth will [Blanche]—do” after being sent away, a question to which Stanley replies: 

“Her future is mapped out for her” (Williams 127).  Although the speakers deploy what 

are both common figures of speech, the geographic implications within this exchange 

should not go unexamined.  Blanche‟s future on this „earth‟ is „mapped out‟ in that she 

“couldn‟t stay here” in this part of New Orleans as a single woman who refuses to 

succumb to the reality of the place (Williams 177).  Thus, as noted by Elia Kazan, 

director of both the play‟s first Broadway run and also its 1951 film adaptation, “In 

another society, Blanche would work.  In Stanley‟s society, no” (23)!  It is in specifically 

this part of New Orleans, Williams‟s depiction of Stanley‟s careless and cutthroat 

territory in the city, where Blanche and her image of New Orleans are wholly out of place. 

PART III: PRAXIS 

The following lessons are designed to be implemented in a 9
th

-12
th

 grade English 

classroom in the city of New Orleans, Louisiana.  As a result of this unit within the larger 

place-conscious curriculum, students will be able to: 
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 prepare and execute a group performance of a scripted one-act play, giving 

rationalization for choices made during production 

 analyze the role of setting in the text through careful observation and consideration of 

how place impacts the theme and plot of the play 

 extend these same techniques of analysis to include a critical observation of their own 

physical surroundings 

 explain how the place and symbol of home operates within the text by providing 

concrete textual evidence to support their claims 

 articulate an understanding of how their own conceptualization of home is influenced 

by the place of New Orleans 

 analyze the technique of characterization in the text and how this characterization is 

impacted by the specific setting 

 research possibilities and formulate a plan for a service-oriented project aimed at 

changing or bettering some aspect of the city  

 

Pre-reading Activity: Performing The Lady of Larkspur Lotion 

 Materials: Copies of The Lady of Larkspur Lotion—found online or in Williams 

anthologies; Students‟ props and costumes; Chalkboard or whiteboard on which the 

teacher can write in view of the students; Student journals 

 Procedure: The following activity will take place over the course of five days, but it 

does not require the use of a full class period until the fifth day.  On the first day, 

distribute copies of Tennessee Williams‟s very short, one-act play The Lady of 

Larkspur Lotion.  Ask for volunteers to serve as each of the three characters.   
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Conduct an out-loud reading of the text.  Instead of discussing the play as a whole 

group, explain to students that they should write down and save any questions that 

they might have about the text for discussion within their small teams.  Next, divide 

students into four groups.  In these groups, students will have ten minutes to select 

three actors, one narrator (to read the stage directions), and two directors.  The rest of 

the members should divide themselves evenly between the costume crew and the 

props crew.  Explain to students that in four days, they will be performing their own 

renditions of The Lady of Larkspur Lotion.  The primary goals of these performances 

will be for students to create their own interpretations of the French Quarter setting 

and also to show how the three characters do or do not fit into this place.  They are 

allowed total creative freedom in how they accomplish this except (1) they may not 

change the setting from the French Quarter, and (2) they may not alter or omit any of 

Williams‟s words.  The next day, allow the groups fifteen minutes at the end of class 

to meet and plan.  On the third day, give them twenty minutes to rehearse.  By the 

fourth day, the groups should have all of their props and costumes.  Give them twenty 

minutes again this day to practice.  On the fifth and final day, each group will present 

their versions of the play.  Before the performances, the students will have ten 

minutes to write in their student journals on the following topic, which should be 

displayed on the board: How did my team show that the setting was the French 

Quarter of New Orleans? And how did we show that Mrs. Hardwicke-Moore is out of 

place here?  What might this interpretation say about how I conceive of fitting into 

this part of the city?  During the performances, students should take notes on what 
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they find interesting about the diverse interpretations.  Then, come together as a 

whole group and discuss responses. 

 Rationale: Students are exposed to another of Williams‟s writings, specifically, 

another of his plays about a woman who is essentially out of place in her French 

Quarter residence; In having to come up with props, costumes, character accents and 

movements, all members of the group are forced to consider what they believe to be 

representative of New Orleans‟s French Quarter and also what they believe to be out 

of place here; Students are primed, after analyzing the character of Mrs. Hardwicke-

Moore, to interpret Blanche in Streetcar, since both females exhibit a similar refusal 

to accept the reality of their surroundings. 

 

During-reading Activity #1: Setting the Scene 

 Materials: Copies of Streetcar; Stage Directions handout (Figures 2.1 and 2.2) 

 Procedure: Before entering the spoken lines of the play, have students read silently 

the stage directions for scene one.  Emphasize to students that they are reading 

silently because a typical audience of the play would be observing instead of reading 

these otherwise-unspoken words.  Accordingly, students should pay close attention to 

all of their sensory observations.  After reading, divide students into pairs.  They will 

then read the stage directions aloud with their partners.  Next, the pairs will work 

together on handouts which ask them to address what they are meant to see, smell, 

touch, taste, and hear about the setting based purely on the stage directions.  On the 

reverse side of the handouts, students will then individually write their own stage 

directions describing the immediate surroundings of their own residences in New 
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Orleans.  Explain that the goal of this second task is to write stage directions which, 

like Williams‟s, attend to all of the senses.  Students will exchange their completed 

stage directions with their original partner, who will work to answer the same sensory 

questions from before.  After both partners have finished answering the questions, 

allow them to communicate with each other and discuss their responses. 

 Rationale: Students practice the skill of analyzing the role of setting in a text, as they 

evaluate how a specific physical context inevitably works to impact the theme and 

plot; Students recognize that the specific image of the specific part of New Orleans 

which Williams presents is crafted through his detailed sensory description of a 

degenerated city; Students consider how the exterior or outside of their residences 

play a part in the way in which they conceive of the interior of their homes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Stage Directions handout side 1 

                                                       (SIDE 1)                                                          

Directions: (1) Read the stage directions for scene one out loud once with your partner.  (2)  

Work together to answer the questions on your handouts. (3)  After finishing these questions, 

you will use the reverse side of this handout to write your own stage directions describing the 

immediate surroundings of where you live in New Orleans.  Refer to Williams‟s directions as 

an example.  (4) After you are done, exchange your stage directions with your partner, and 

allow him or her to answer the sensory questions from before. 

1. What can you see? 

2. What can you smell? 

3. What can you touch?  

4. What can you taste? 

5. What can you hear? 

6. What do you all of your sensory observations lead to you feel about the setting? 

7. What does such an experience include and exclude about an experience of New Orleans? 
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Figure 2.2 Stage Directions handout side 2 

 

During-reading Activity #2: Home is where the _____ is: An inquiry into the concept of 

home inside and outside of A Streetcar Named Desire 

 Materials: Large chalkboard or whiteboard; Copies of Streetcar; Home handout 

(Figure 2.3); Coloring pens or pencils 

 Procedure: Divide the class into two groups—Team Blanche and Team Stanley.  

Draw a vertical line down the center of the board.  On one side write the following 

incomplete statement: For Blanche, home is where the _____ is.  On the other side, 

write: For Stanley, home is where the _____ is.  Tell the teams that their goal will be 

to come up with as many responses as possible to fill in the blank to whichever one of 

      (SIDE 2)                          

 _____________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

1. What can you see? 

2.  What can you smell? 

3. What can you touch? 

4. What can you taste? 

5. What can you hear? 

6. What do you all of your sensory observations lead to you feel about the setting?  

7. What does such an experience include and exclude about an experience of New Orleans? 
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the statements applies to their team.  Each team will designate one member to be the 

“fact checker” and another to be the “scribe.”  The way the game will work is that 

whenever a member of either Team Blanche or Team Stanley comes up with 

something that could fill in the blank of the statement, he or she will (1) show the fact 

checker where this response is substantiated in the text; (2) run to the board, where 

the scribe will be stationed; and (3) tell the scribe what to write.  Allow the teams 

twenty minutes, and then tally the results.  Teams are allowed to “challenge” 

individual responses of the opposing side.  But, if the challenged team can show from 

where in the text it drew this response, the challenging team will lose a point.  After 

the game is over, as a final component to this lesson, distribute to students the Home 

handout.  Here, students will fill in the blank to the following statement: For me, 

home is where the _____ is.  They will then use coloring pens or pencils to draw a 

picture of what it is they proposed.  Hang these pictures in a designated „home-place‟ 

in the classroom.  Allow students to observe the drawings up close, and then discuss 

them as a whole group.  Lead with the following question: Do any of the responses 

require that the home be in New Orleans? 

 Rationale: Students examine the symbol of the home in Williams‟s text, paying 

particular attention to the way in which home is explicitly linked to the identities of 

both Blanche and Stanley; Students practice providing concrete textual evidence to 

support their claims about symbolization and characterization; Students reflect upon 

how they individually determine or define what makes a home; Students consider 

whether or not one‟s home, as a concept, can be established anywhere—whether or 



56 

 

not one can, as Blanche attempts, „make‟ a place a home; Students evaluate the 

importance of New Orleans in the definition of their own homes. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

  

  

 

 Figure 2.3 Home handout 

 

During-reading Activity #3: The Role of Music in “The City that Care Forgot” 

 Materials: Recordings of the Varsouviana polka, the Blue Piano theme, and “Paper 

Moon,”—these can all be accessed easily through YouTube; Music handout (Figure 

2.4) 

 Procedure: Distribute the Music handout, and then play for the class the Varsouviana 

polka, the Blue Piano theme, and “Paper Moon.” On their handouts, students will 

write their initial reactions to each song including (1) how the song sounds, (2) what 

the song reminds them of, and (3) how the song makes them feel.  These questions 

are purposely open-ended, as they are intended primarily to help students formulate 

opinions and questions about the music from the play.  Next, divide students into 

For me, home is where the ________ is. 

Use the following space to draw a picture of what it is that you placed in the blank: 
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three groups, and assign each group one of the three songs.  Here, students will work 

to answer specific questions about how their song contributes to character and place 

development within the text.  The groups will (1) Find specific moments in the text 

where this song appears; (2) Explain what function they think the song is fulfilling in 

this scene; and (3) Answer if the song is being used to represent a specific character, 

place, or both.  As a final task, each group will also come up with and justify their 

choices for a contemporary song that it thinks best represents each of the following: 

Blanche, Stanley, Stella, Mitch, and the Kowalski apartment.  After twenty minutes, 

come together as a whole group.  A designated speaker from each small group will 

first explain their answers for their assigned song.  They will then share their song 

choices.  Play small snippets of each song from YouTube, and allow the class to 

respond to the “soundtracks” created by each group.   

 Rationale: Students recognize the way music operates in the text as another method of 

characterization that links figures to their homes, places, and positions; Students draw 

connections between music in the play and music in their everyday lives in order to 

increase both the depth of their understanding and also the relevance of the text to 

“their personal and global worlds” (Milner, Milner, and Mitchell 253). 

 

 

 

 

 

Part I: On your own, write your initial reactions to each of the songs. 

1) The Varsouviana Polka 

How does the song sound?  What does it remind you of?  How does it make you feel? 

 

2) The Blue Piano Theme 

How does the song sound?  What does it remind you of?  How does it make you feel? 

 

3) “Paper Moon” 

How does the song sound?  What does it remind you of?  How does it make you feel? 

 



58 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 2.4 Music handout 

 

Post-reading Activity: Making a Change—Formulating a Plan for a New Orleans

 Service-learning Project 

 Materials: Computers with access to the internet; Proposal Guidelines handout 

(Figure 2.5) 

Part II: In your groups, answer the following questions for your assigned song only. 

1) The Varsouviana Polka 

 Where does this song appear in the text?  Cite examples and page numbers. 

 

 What is this song accomplishing in these scenes—why is it there? 

 

 Is the song being used to represent a specific character, place, or both? 

 

2) The Blue Piano Theme 

 Where does this song appear in the text?  Cite examples and page numbers. 

 

 What is this song accomplishing in these scenes—why is it there? 

 

 Is the song being used to represent a specific character, place, or both? 

 

3) “Paper Moon” 

 Where does this song appear in the text?  Cite examples and page numbers. 

 

 What is this song accomplishing in these scenes—why is it there? 

 

 Is the song being used to represent a specific character, place, or both? 

 

Part III: In your groups, come up with a contemporary song that you think best represents 

Blanche, Stanley, Stella, Mitch, and the Kowalski apartment.  Explain your answers. 

 Blanche: 

 Stanley: 

 Stella: 

 Mitch: 

 The Kowalski Apartment: 
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 Procedure: Emphasize to students that even though Blanche was unable to change her 

environment, this does not mean that for them, transforming their own surroundings 

is impossible.  Explain that their final assignment regarding Streetcar will require that 

they research and formulate a plan for bettering some part of the city of New Orleans.  

The enactment of these projects, one of which members of the class will elect to 

perform together, will be optional.  But the research and proposal component is 

required.  Give students ten minutes to brainstorm things that they would like to 

change in the city.  Underscore that by „change‟ you do not mean „give back‟ to the 

community or „give to those less fortunate‟ in the charitable sense.  Rather, this 

project is about recognizing that you are part of a larger community and should, as an 

active and engaged citizen, be empowered to contribute to the improvement and 

maintenance of your place.  Next, allow students thirty minutes in class to conduct 

computer research for ways in which they could make their desired changes in greater 

New Orleans.  As parameters for their research, tell students that the project must be 

something which could be completed as a collaborative effort.  For homework, 

students will complete and submit a formal proposal for their desired project 

according to the guidelines established on the handout.  The praxis section of chapter 

three will continue this activity, as one project will be selected by the students and 

brought to fruition. 

 Rationale: Students draw connections to the themes of space and mobility explored in 

chapter one, as they are encouraged to move beyond the limited areas of their 

individual comfort zones within the city in order to recognize that they are part of a 

much larger social and cultural community; Students grapple with qualities of  their 
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city with which they are unsatisfied, and they develop workable ways to change 

these; Students reflect upon what it means to be active and engaged citizens within 

the community; Even if students elect not to participate in the service learning project 

in chapter three, they will still benefit from the research component to this project, as 

they are still exposed to information about the larger community which they might 

not have otherwise considered. 

 

Figure 2.5 Proposal Guidelines handout 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Directions: Write a formal, one-page proposal for a project which you think would benefit the 

New Orleans community.  Your proposal should contain the following: (1) a thorough 

description of the project, including required time and materials (2) an explanation of how you 

found out about this need, (3) why you think this is a valuable project for New Orleans or for 

a part of New Orleans, and (4) what this project means to you—why you want to see it 

completed. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

INTERESTING AND YET ALSO EVERYDAY: THE IMAGE OF NEW ORLEANS IN 

WALKER PERCY‟S THE MOVIEGOER 

 
New Orleans: America‟s most interesting city 

 

          --The National Publicity Bureau of the Association of Commerce 

 

PART I: PURPOSE 

 The activities presented in the first two chapters of this thesis served the purpose 

of encouraging my students to think critically about both New Orleans and also the 

specific positions which they occupy within the city.  This third chapter, which examines 

Walker Percy‟s The Moviegoer and its protagonist/narrator Binx Bolling, is obviously 

different from the two preceding chapters both in terms of its analysis and its praxis.  My 

focus in this chapter shifts from the extremely isolated and localized views of New 

Orleans offered by Chopin and Williams to a broader view of the city and its diverse 

parts.  As such, my pedagogical aim in this chapter moves outward from the classroom to 

propel not only students‟ reflection, but also their application of their awareness gleaned 

from across the curriculum.  This alteration is intentional, and it represents the envisioned 

culmination in the arc of my larger project.  I have chosen to position The Moviegoer as 

the final text in this unit because the novel speaks directly to my overarching objectives 

in choosing to apply the theories of place-conscious pedagogy in this curriculum.  

Plainly, in illustrating Binx Bolling as more of an observer than a participant, a figure 

compelled to analyze yet not engage with the communal practices of his New Orleans 

society, Percy elucidates the dangers of abstraction which I am seeking to eradicate from 

my teachings.  As I outlined in the introduction to this thesis, such dangers of watching or 

analyzing without engaging or participating remain a constant threat in every English 
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classroom.  But as this novel illustrates, these perils impose upon the place of New 

Orleans in particular.  With its ever-present culture of tourism and spectatorship, evident 

in the ubiquitous images of slogans and nicknames we have analyzed throughout the 

curriculum, New Orleans almost mandates such distanced observation.  Accordingly, my 

ultimate objective in this third chapter will be for students to develop ways not only to 

observe, but also to experience this place.  As a result, they will be able to participate in 

their society in the manner advocated by place-conscious theorist David Sobel: as 

“active, contributing citizens” (7). 

 

PART II: ANALYSIS  

 New Orleans, in the 1920s, stood at the center of a “place promotion campaign” 

fronted by the National Publicity Bureau of the Association of Commerce (Gotham 96).  

The goal of this far-reaching effort was to bring both visitors and commercial investors to 

the city, and the strategy of the Bureau was to disseminate a persuasively-crafted image 

of New Orleans that the office believed would appeal to outsiders.  Each week, the 

organization would broadcast, through print media, a different slogan for the city and 

then gauge the response.  A number of these slogans were successful, but one proved to 

be especially effective at capturing audience attention.  This was the image of New 

Orleans as “America‟s Most Interesting City.”  In Authentic New Orleans, Kevin Gotham 

proposes that part of the success of this particular marketing strategy is attributable to its 

emphasis on the visual.  That is, not only does the idea of New Orleans being an 

„interesting‟ place play into one attractive image of the city, but it also suggests the 

existence of an unlimited number of interesting images or sites to look at in the place.  As 
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Gotham illustrates, “Pictorial imagery played an important role in implanting knowledge 

and priming visitors on what to see in New Orleans” (96).  And, as I will argue, this 

culture of spectatorship and observation underscores both the New Orleans depicted by 

Walker Percy in his novel The Moviegoer (1961) and also several neighborhoods within 

the city in its current appearance. 

 This argument may at first appear redundant or unnecessary, since observation 

would assumedly represent a big part of any place‟s tourism culture.  Nevertheless, it is 

uniquely true of New Orleans, where so much of what tourists come to look at is only for 

them to look at—made readily available for visitors to observe, but not for them to touch 

or take part in.  Mardi Gras and the entire spectacle of the Carnival season, undoubtedly 

New Orleans‟s biggest draw for tourists, exemplifies this inaccessibility.  Visitors to 

Carnival, touted since 1837 as „the greatest free show on earth,‟ of course can watch all 

of the parades (Searight 126).  On the busiest routes such as those on Canal Street, 

though, they must stand behind police-guarded barriers.  Also, outsiders cannot ride on 

the floats or participate in the accompanying galas or balls, as these privileges are 

reserved for the insiders, members of the parade „krewes‟ and their elected royalty chosen 

from the “hierarchy of New Orleans society” (Searight 264).  In “New Orleans Mon 

Amour,” the piece highlighted in the introduction and which has served as a kind of 

framework for this thesis, Walker Percy comments on the alienating effects of these 

events.  The author suggests, “There is a widespread resentment of the parades and balls 

among tourists and folk recently removed from Michigan and Oklahoma who discover 

they can‟t get in” (“New Orleans Mon Amour” 21).  There is thus a prevailing dichotomy 

in the city between inviting and excluding.  Ironically, even though the „free show‟ is 
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ostensibly put on for these outside visitors, the tourists are always kept at a viewing 

distance.  Accordingly, for Percy, Carnival season epitomizes the and yet formulation 

which he believes defines this “city of contrasts” (“New Orleans Mon Amour” 12), as the 

author says that “it is Mardi Gras which most vividly illustrates the special promise of 

New Orleans and its special problems” (20).   

It seems telling, then, that Percy‟s novel The Moviegoer is set in New Orleans 

during eight days of Carnival season, including Fat Tuesday.  And it is my claim that in 

this text, Percy takes on the notion of New Orleans being an „interesting‟ or novel place 

to observe, but he does so from the inside out.  By this I mean that the author shows what 

happens when his protagonist/narrator Binx Bolling, an insider to the city, acts as 

normally would an outsider—looking at, instead of experiencing his fascinating New 

Orleans surroundings at Mardi Gras.  Percy demonstrates that as a result of his spectator-

like abstraction, Binx is unable to maintain genuine relationships or to generate authentic 

experiences.  Nevertheless, Percy does not wholly dispel the idea of New Orleans as 

being more interesting than other cities.  The author readily admits that the Gentilly 

suburb of New Orleans where his protagonist resides is “not like a suburb in Houston or 

Los Angeles but is a section of the fabled city that has—with what degree of 

desperation—epitomized itself as the City that Care Forgot” (Simpson 83).  But as we 

know, with Percy “there is nearly always an and yet” when it comes to New Orleans, and 

in this case, his version of the place is interesting or exceptional, and yet also everyday or 

normal (“New Orleans Mon Amour” 17).  By „everyday‟ what I intend is not monotony 

or dullness.  Instead, what I wish to illustrate is that in spite of its “fascinating” 

attractions, New Orleans is still a place of residence—a city composed of citizens with 
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civic duties and/or communal responsibilities (Searight 263).  This difficulty of balancing 

the place‟s exceptionality with its everydayness is also evident, as we explored, in the 

French Creole New Orleans of Chopin‟s The Awakening.  In this earlier text, despite its 

proffered image of itself as an enclave of freedom set apart from larger America, the city 

still enforces social rules and regulations upon its inhabitants.  In Percy‟s text, Binx 

Bolling similarly must resolve this paradox of New Orleans‟s identity in order to become 

not just in his society, watching from a removed and critical vantage, but also of his 

place, participating with the other locals.  And unlike Edna Pontellier or Blanche DuBois 

before him, the reason why Binx is able to find his permanent place here is because he 

finds a way to reconcile his identity with that of his city.  In this case, both observing and 

also experiencing New Orleans.  

At its most basic level, The Moviegoer tells the story of Korean War veteran John 

Bickerson “Binx” Bolling, who also happens to be telling this story, and the man‟s self-

proclaimed “search” (The Moviegoer 16) for meaning or “heightened reality” (21) in his 

world.  A good deal of critical attention has already been afforded to Binx‟s self-inflicted 

quest and Percy‟s authorial relationship to the European existentialists.
8
  There has also 

been a more recent turn in scholarship toward analyzing Percy‟s novel in “the vein of 

biography and literary ancestry” and thus along the lines of the text‟s inherently Southern 

qualities (Pearson 109).
9
  Lewis P. Simpson, in “New Orleans as a Literary Center: Some 

Problems,” attempts a union of these two theories which have previously run courses 

parallel to one another.  But in spite of his essay‟s site-specific title, Simpson‟s focus in 

                                                 
8
 Notably: Martin Luschei‟s The Sovereign Wayfarer (1972) 

9
 See: Allen‟s Walker Percy, a Southern Wayfarer  (1986) and Spivey‟s The Writer as Shaman: The 

Pilgrimages of Conrad Aiken and Walker Percy (1986) 
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the piece is actually much broader.  His interpretation of Percy‟s novel hinges upon what 

he identifies as Binx‟s particularly Southern experience of postcoloniality and the 

resultant “irrevocable alienation from a homeland” (Simpson 83).  And like his 

predecessors, the critic fails to attend at all to Binx‟s particularly New Orleanian 

experience.  Accordingly, it is one goal of this paper to address this deficiency in 

contemporary scholarship.  In order to realize this objective, I will ultimately show that 

Binx‟s alienation from his surroundings results not only from his trauma in war or from 

his feelings of Southern guilt.  Instead, his „search‟ is unique to New Orleans in that he 

must uncover a balance between taking a spectatorial stance towards his „most 

interesting‟ environment and living out his everyday life there as if New Orleans were 

just like any other city. 

 Percy immediately plays off the idea of this everydayness, as the narrative in the 

opening paragraph is “curiously detached” from its physical context (Hardy 22).  Binx 

relates:  

This morning I got a note from my aunt asking me to come for lunch.  I  

know what this means.  Since I go there every Sunday for dinner and 

today is Wednesday, it can mean only one thing: she wants to have one of 

her serious talks.  It will be extremely grave, either a piece of bad news 

about her stepdaughter Kate or else a serious talk about me, about the 

future and what I ought to do.  It is enough to scare the wits out of anyone, 

yet I confess I do not find the prospect altogether unpleasant.   

(The Moviegoer 11) 
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Promptly, the reader is supplied with abundant information about Binx‟s precise location 

in time—it was „[t]his morning‟ when he got the letter, and „today is Wednesday,‟ 

making the invitation to eat with his aunt a departure from his normal dining schedule.  

Conversely, the reader at this point knows nothing of where Binx is located physically; 

the speaker could be nearly anywhere.  This nondescript opening seemingly suggests that 

the physical setting matters less than does the temporal.  Additionally, the narrator‟s overt 

solipsism, his deployment of the word „I‟ in each sentence in this first paragraph, 

apparently indicates that Binx himself matters more than either form of the setting.  This 

would also make Percy‟s novel a pronounced departure from the first two texts examined 

in this thesis in that The Awakening boasts a third-person largely omniscient narrator, and 

A Streetcar Named Desire has no such narrator, but instead uses stage directions to reveal 

character thoughts and emotions.  Yet as I will demonstrate, The Moviegoer does follow 

the same sort of narrative pattern as Chopin‟s and Williams‟s texts since the solipsistic 

problems related by Percy‟s speaker likewise concern the man‟s struggles to fit in within 

his New Orleans culture and society.  Binx‟s „search‟ will thus be revealed as a “search 

for place” in New Orleans and nowhere but there (Johnson 6).    

In the first paragraph, the reader is given at least one clue to the site-specific 

nature of Binx‟s search: the note from his as yet unnamed aunt.  Although at this point it 

remains still uncertain that the note refers to Binx‟s „future‟ and „what [he] ought to do‟ 

specifically in New Orleans, it is made clear by the gravity of the predicted conversation 

with his aunt that the man currently resides in an unsettled sort of state wherever it is that 

he lives.  Thus when the speaker eventually does begin the “process of orientation” to 

New Orleans in the third paragraph of his narrative, the effect is that readers must join 
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Binx on his quest to determine how and where he fits into the city (Hardy 5).  To 

accomplish this, Percy—and through him, Binx—disorients the audience from 

preconceived notions about New Orleans, and the reader is consequently forced to see the 

place as the speaker does.  As John Edward Hardy explains, “In the minds of most 

readers, identification of the city of New Orleans can be expected almost immediately to 

awaken certain exotic fictive associations, against which Percy ironically plays off...the 

rather pokey everydayness (7).  In his initial withholding of physical context in the 

opening paragraph, then, Percy plays off of audience expectations for New Orleans as an 

„interesting‟ city, and he does so through an exclusively visual reorientation to the place.  

The earliest glimpses we are given of New Orleans are quite literally filtered through 

Binx‟s eyes, and it is here where “we discover him to be, indeed, quite extraordinarily 

sensitive to his environment” (Hardy 5). 

The first real indicator that Binx is in New Orleans occurs when the speaker 

shares that he saw a movie “last month out by Lake Pontchartrain” (The Moviegoer 11).  

This is also the first concrete indication within the text of his „search‟—the way in which 

Binx carefully makes and marks his memories based primarily on where he is physically 

within and around New Orleans when he has these experiences.  Accordingly, what he 

saw when he was at Lake Pontchartrain was not only a movie, but also the New Orleans 

landscape and topography.  The particular language Percy has his narrator deploy to 

describe these events, however, illustrates how Binx stands noticeably apart from his 

experiences in New Orleans.  Remembering his precise location when he saw the movie, 

he says, “A strong wind whipped the waves over the seawall” and the “waves jumped 

over the seawall and spattered the street” (The Moviegoer 12).  It is my claim that the 
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overt alliteration and consonance within the poetic language of these descriptions are not 

being used for the purpose of conveying Binx‟s wonderment at the geographic lyricism 

of New Orleans.  Instead, I argue, this language is being used in order to demonstrate the 

way in which Binx looks at the place around him as if it were art or artifice.  And, 

importantly, the speaker is asking that his audience sees New Orleans in the same sort of 

way. 

 In portraying New Orleans as if it were a crafted piece of art, Binx is 

defamiliarizing the place for both himself and also for his imagined reader.  

Defamiliarization, as a term, comes from the Russian word ostraneniye, which translates 

literally to English as “making strange,” a process expounded by the Russian Formalist 

literary critic Victor Shklovsky in his 1917 piece “Art as Technique” (4).  What 

Shklovsky proposes in this essay is that art‟s real purpose is to force its viewer to take 

notice of the necessary artifice in its construction.  This forceful reconsideration is 

necessary, he argues, because “as perception becomes habitual, it becomes automatic,” 

and as a result, “all of our habits retreat into the area of the unconsciously automatic” 

(Shklovsky 11).  Where art comes in is to resurrect us from this habitual state of 

unnoticing or unfeeling—“to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and not 

as they are known” (12).  In many ways, this technique is precisely what I have been 

attempting to recreate with my students throughout this place-conscious curriculum.  I 

have been endeavoring, through activities and lessons which require students to analyze 

the literary techniques of Chopin, Williams, and now Percy, to see the city of New 

Orleans through the eyes of these authors.  The intended effect of this effort, similar to 

Shklovsky‟s proposed “seeing things out of their normal context,” is my students‟ 
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increased understanding of the city‟s social and cultural nuances—both attractive and 

unseemly (17). 

Nevertheless, I neither agree with nor intend to apply in my classroom the degree 

of defamiliarization which Shklovsky proposes and which, as I will demonstrate, Binx 

practices during his everyday life in New Orleans.  Shklovsky claims that “the process of 

perception is an aesthetic end in itself and must be prolonged” and that since “[a]rt is a 

way of experiencing the artfulness of an object; the object is not important” (12).  Such 

prolongation of aesthetic dissection would be analogous to my teaching The Awakening 

or A Streetcar Named Desire for my students only to recognize the extreme group 

isolation or the inhospitable nature of New Orleans and not also for them to address these 

issues.  Binx, in The Moviegoer, exemplifies this danger of abstraction through 

perception.  Critic Max Webb outlines the problem with the narrator‟s defamiliarized 

method of perceiving his surroundings.  He maintains:  

[Binx] can see himself and his world as he would a stranger‟s.  His 

consciousness is aware of and able to articulate the world around him 

much as a playgoer sees a play: he reads the details for significance.  But 

there is one crucial difference.  He is not simply watching a play or a 

movie; he is living his life and must become more than a passive 

interpreter of details. (Webb 8-9) 

Binx‟s aim to achieve a heightened reality by defamiliarizing his life in New Orleans is a 

crucial part of what prevents him from being fully settled in the place.  Relegated to the 

status of an outside observer, he occupies a place, like Edna and Blanche, which is in and 

yet not of the city. 
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 But more than either Edna or Blanche, who both come to New Orleans from the 

outside, Binx should be the classic insider to New Orleans society.   He performs a job in 

the Gentilly branch of his family‟s successful stockbrokerage business.  And this 

particular family is in “their „grand slam‟ year” of Carnival, since “Uncle Jules was Rex, 

[Cousin] Kate was queen of Neptune, and Aunt Emily won the Picayune cup for her 

work with the Home Service” (The Moviegoer 26).  I have already demonstrated the 

exclusivity of Carnival for New Orleans insiders, and I have already shown Walker 

Percy‟s voiced awareness of this special privilege that is unique to the city.  Accordingly, 

Binx‟s outright refusal of his inherited status is crucial to how, because of his „search,‟ he 

does not fit in here.  As Barbara Eckstein notes, “Carnival‟s significance asserts itself in 

form even as the central character of the diegesis resists its traditional claims on [him]” 

(111).  Binx “still belong[s]” (The Moviegoer 37) to an exclusive krewe and thus has the 

coveted opportunity to ride on the float with the other members, yet he elects rather to 

“watch the parade” from the street with the tourists and the non-elite (54).  He self-

positions himself as an outsider looking in because he believes, as Shklovsky posits, that 

such a vantage will restore “a sense of the quiddity of his world” and because he equates 

this particular way of seeing with a heightened form of understanding (Webb 8).   

We know that he considers an outsider‟s view to be enlightened because of the 

way in which he analyzes and admires a picture of his now-deceased father and his 

brothers.  He says of this photograph, “For ten years I have looked at it on this 

mantelpiece and tried to understand it” (The Moviegoer 26).  While his father is outfitted 

in the same “fraternity blazer” as what his siblings wear, Binx observes that in the 

picture, his parent “looks different from the brothers” and “is not one of them” (The 
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Moviegoer 27).  The reason Binx offers for why his father „looks‟ dissimilar and stands 

apart from the others is the man‟s eyes.  “His eyes are alight with an expression I can‟t 

identify,” Binx says, “it is not far from what his elders might have called smart-

alecky...Again I search the eyes, each eye a stipple or two in a blurred oval.  Beyond a 

doubt they are ironical (The Moviegoer 27).  Binx interprets his father to be more aware, 

more cognizant or critical of his surroundings.  And his father‟s unique manner of 

perception or way of seeing, Binx concludes, is why his parent does not fit in with the 

others in his family.  It is revealed that the elder Bolling similarly did not succumb to the 

familial and social pressures of New Orleans, electing to marry outside of the city‟s elite.  

Aunt Emily tells Binx of his father: „He had the pick of New Orleans...And picked Anna 

Castagne,‟ a nurse from Biloxi (The Moviegoer 50).  Binx seems to believe that seeing 

New Orleans differently requires that he take a similar position as did his parent—a 

permanent sort of critical awareness of his physical context.  But, as John F. Desmond 

notes, “In the end, Binx‟s father was defeated by his predicament,” since the “romantic, 

sentimental flight from the real is „suicidal‟ to the genuine self” (52).  And as long as 

Binx maintains this approach, this searching for clues as to the real meaning or 

implication of all things around him, he is similarly precluded from the possibility of 

establishing genuine connections either with his environment or with the people who 

compose his surroundings.  I am not suggesting that “Binx‟s experience of suffering 

alienation from his immediate world” is an experience unique or confined to New 

Orleans (Lawson 27).  Instead, my claim is that the particular causes—the overabundance 

of opportunities for spectatorship—and also Binx‟s methods of processing these 
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surroundings—his retreat into the method of scientific analysis of place—are both due to 

the peculiarities of his interesting city.   

Poignantly, it is during Binx‟s brief stint as a scientific researcher when he 

experiences his first inklings of what will become this scientific sort of „search for place.‟  

Specifically, it is during college while Binx is studying renal calculi in pigs that he 

initially becomes “bewitched by the presence of the building” which he occupies (The 

Moviegoer 47).  Binx‟s lab partner, conversely, “was absolutely unaffected by the 

singularities of time and place.  His abode was anywhere.  It was all the same to him 

whether he catheterized a pig at four o‟clock in the afternoon in New Orleans or at 

midnight in Transylvania.”  To Binx, though, it matters that he is in New Orleans.  And 

while it may seem that his sensitivity to the „presence of the building‟ could have 

occurred in any other city and that all that matters is his noticing which particular city he 

inhabits, this is not the case in this text.  In other words, Binx‟s search is revealed to be 

inherently tied to the specific social and cultural practices of New Orleans.  Precisely, it 

is what he sees there—the interesting, year-round spectacle and especially the show of 

Carnival, which he observes from a purposefully-removed vantage. 

 It is clear that Binx‟s search largely represents his method of making sense of the 

peculiarities of his particular environment, and we know this partly because of the 

numerous entries in the glossary which the speaker offers the reader as a kind of guide to 

his own search.  Throughout the narrative, Binx defines several words, and all of these 

terms relate directly either to the epistemological intricacies of his quest or to the inner 

workings of New Orleans culture.  He explains, for instance, that a “repetition is the re-

enactment of a past experience toward the end of isolating the time segment which has 
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lapsed” (The Moviegoer 68) and that a rotation is “the experiencing of the new beyond 

the expectation of the experiencing the new” (117).  Noticeably, Binx uses this same 

dictionary-like format when he defines the New Orleans word krewe: “A krewe is a 

group of people who get together at carnival time and put on a parade and a ball” (21).  It 

is as a consequence of the singular sights in New Orleans that Binx makes these 

clarifications.  He has formulated his own manner of seeing—his own method for 

processing the spectacle of the city, especially during „carnival time.‟  Crucially, he does 

not ignore this show.  Instead, he dissects and scrutinizes what he sees.  And this 

distinction is an important one because Binx obviously believes that if he constantly 

analyzes New Orleans, he will not “find himself No one and Nowhere” (The Moviegoer 

82), the corollary to Shklovsky‟s feared consequence of “losing the sensation of life” 

(12).  Thus Binx, for whom “[e]verydayness is the enemy,” does not wish to reside in a 

place that is any less „interesting‟ than New Orleans (The Moviegoer 117).  No, he just 

prefers to watch it instead. 

 Binx‟s search is most obviously tied to New Orleans, then, through his 

moviegoing, the way in which he most often watches the space around him.  Of course, 

not all of the movies Binx views in the theater boast New Orleans as their setting.  

Nevertheless, it is during these outings when he most clearly observes and inspects the 

city—making mental notes about what he sees around him.  We also know that the act of 

moviegoing is central to Binx‟s self-declared search, since, as Lewis Lawson points out, 

“Binx has not always been an avid moviegoer” (26).  Before embarking on this quest for 

heightened awareness and sensitivity to his environs, Binx reveals, “I lived in my room as 

Anyone living Anywhere and read fundamental books and only for diversion took walks 
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around the neighborhood and saw an occasional movie.  Certainly it did not matter to me 

where I was” (The Moviegoer 60).  But once he undertakes this search for place, Binx 

admits that “what takes place in my room is less important.  What is important is what I 

shall find when I leave my room and wander in the neighborhood.”  Later, the man 

explains that he uses movies to help him remember and also analyze the different areas of 

the city.  “All movies smell of a neighborhood,” he says, and this statement speaks to the 

New Orleans we saw in both The Awakening and A Streetcar Named Desire, since we 

know that the city has long since supported neighborhoods or enclaves of diverse groups 

and cultures (The Moviegoer 67).  These groupings are diverse, as we learned, not only in 

terms of ethnicity or origins, but also in terms of appearance and customs.  Accordingly, 

part of the impossibility of defining or pinpointing this „city of contrasts‟ is its isolated 

diversity.  But as much as this is a problem, it is also a special promise of the city—yet 

another way that the city is more interesting than others.  Binx comments directly on this 

isolated variation within New Orleans.  He explains that he chooses to live in Gentilly 

because, “I can‟t stand the old-world atmosphere of the French Quarter or the genteel 

charm of the Garden District” (The Moviegoer 13).  Percy suggests that this overload of 

sensory stimulants, the „smell[s]‟ of each neighborhood is something not necessarily 

unique to New Orleans, but it is undoubtedly characteristic of the place‟s diversity.  The 

author also shows that Binx believes that he can avoid everydayness by place-consciously 

analyzing the exceptionality of the city at all times. 

 Binx‟s desire to watch New Orleans instead of participating in the city‟s 

proceedings is most clearly dramatized, though, when he goes with his cousin Kate to 

view the movie Panic in the Streets.  “The movie was filmed in New Orleans,” Binx 
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muses, and “[t]here is a scene which shows the very neighborhood of the theater” (The 

Moviegoer 55).  Binx claims that this experience of seeing the city on screen makes the 

place „certified.‟ He defines this process:  

Nowadays when a person lives somewhere, in a neighborhood, the place is 

not certified for him.  More than likely he will live there sadly and the 

emptiness which is inside him will expand until it evacuates the entire 

neighborhood.  But if he sees a movie which shows his very 

neighborhood, it becomes possible for him to live, for a time at least, as a 

person who is Somewhere and not Anywhere. (The Moviegoer 55) 

Binx proposes that New Orleans becomes somehow „certified‟ and thus more real when 

he sees his neighborhood on the big screen.  But Percy clearly demonstrates in this 

moment that Binx‟s viewing of the movie actually has the opposite effect.  The author 

illustrates Binx‟s misinterpretation of the event through a depiction of what is really 

happening outside of the theater in the very same „Streets‟ from the film‟s title.  Outside, 

a parade is in full swing, and before the movie, Kate and Binx stop to watch its 

procession.  Like parades still do in New Orleans today, the show begins with a march of 

the “flambeaux bearers,” a number of the city‟s homeless population which has been 

lifted from the streets and outfitted as performers for the period of Carnival (The 

Moviegoer 54).  Binx describes the “vanguard of half a dozen extraordinary Negroes 

dressed in dirty Ku Klux Klan robes, each bearing aloft a brace of pink and white flares.”  

They “create a sensation,” Binx says, as the “bearers stride swiftly along the very edge of 

the crowd, showering sparks on everyone” (54).  As he does with the Lake Pontchartrain 

landscape from the beginning of his narrative, Binx alliteratively rhapsodizes this very 
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strange tradition.  Yet we see that instead of getting at the heart of this upsetting display, 

his analysis merely turns what he sees to art.  By no means am I proposing here that Binx 

has a civic duty to interrupt this tradition.  My argument is not about charity or chivalry 

or even really about responsibility.  Instead, I wish to illuminate how in analyzing and 

defamiliarizing this moment, what occurs is that the „sensation‟ of the show becomes 

actually less real instead of more so.  The flambeaux bearers become, like the movies 

Binx watches, art instead of life.   

Importantly, the other instance in the novel where Binx mentions „certification‟ is 

in regards to his own citizenship in the city of New Orleans.  He admits, “It is a pleasure 

to carry out the duties of a citizen and to receive in return a receipt or a neat styrene card 

with one‟s name on it certifying, so to speak, one‟s right to exist” (The Moviegoer 13).  It 

is clear that Binx conceives of citizenship as a kind of role that he can play or pretend, a 

misconception underscored when the narrator observes screen actor William Holden in 

the city.   Binx goes to the French Quarter because he thinks it “would be interesting to 

catch a glimpse of [Holden],” and this is, in fact, all that the narrator does when he spies 

the actor (The Moviegoer 17).  Binx “has no desire to speak to Holden or get his 

autograph” (21).  Rather, he wishes merely to watch the star for his “aura of heightened 

reality,” something Binx strangely attributes to Holden being an exemplary “citizen” 

(20).  Binx obviously believes that he similarly can conduct his own existence by merely 

playing the role of citizen, as Holden does, in an artful rendering of real life.  But in 

doing so, he effectively alienates himself from the rest of New Orleans.   

Like Blanche DuBois, Binx makes no measurable impact upon his surroundings, 

admitting that his “apartment is as impersonal as a motel room,” since he‟s “been careful 
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not to accumulate possessions” (The Moviegoer 66).  He also lacks, as Desmond notes, 

“genuine relationships” with others (45).  His relationships “with his great-aunt Emily 

and her set, with his secretary Sharon, with college friends and business associates, even 

with his mother” are “simulacra” or artistic interpretations of reality and thus not real 

(Desmond 45).  We see that Binx is merely playing a role in these relationships instead of 

ever achieving understanding or communion.  He even jokes that towards Sharon he 

keeps a “Gregory Peckish sort of distance,” emphasizing his function as an actor in their 

interactions (The Moviegoer 59).  But Percy shows this to be insufficient—a reflection of 

a statement later made by the author that “the „aesthetic solution‟ provided in art is not an 

„existential solution‟ to living in the everyday world” (qtd. in Desmond 45).  

Accordingly, in order to be both in and of New Orleans, Binx must become not only an 

actor playing the role of citizen, but also an active participant in his community. 

The moment of realization for Binx occurs when he briefly leaves New Orleans 

for a business trip in Chicago.  While out of town, he longs for the “sense of place” in his 

hometown (The Moviegoer 161).  Specifically, he misses the interesting sights of his 

city—the extreme tourism of New Orleans.  Upon arriving in Chicago, Binx immediately 

complains: 

if only somebody could tell me who built the damn station, the 

circumstances of the building, details of the wrangling between city 

officials and the railroad, so that I would not fall victim to it, the station, 

the very first crack of the bat.  Every place of arrival should have a booth 

set up and manned by an ordinary person whose task it is to greet strangers  
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and give them a little trophy of local time-space stuff.  

(The Moviegoer 160) 

It is clear that he misses New Orleans for the same reason why Walker Percy, in “Why I 

Live Where I Live,” announces that he chooses to reside outside of the city in Covington, 

Louisiana.  Percy avoids New Orleans, he says, because of the city‟s status as “very much 

of a place, drenched in its identity, its history” (“Why I Live” 6).  Conversely, Binx 

craves the interesting sights of New Orleans.  He also longs for his status as an insider to 

the place.  That is, he misses the specific knowledge of New Orleans that he has as a 

resident of the city.  Binx bemoans the “five million personal rays of Chicagoans” (The 

Moviegoer 160), since as Phillip Vaughan contends, the “anonymity is all-devouring” in 

the Northern city (14).  When Binx returns to New Orleans then, he assumes the insider 

status which he has previously rejected.  He marries Carnival royalty, his cousin Kate, 

and he obeys his Aunt Emily‟s wishes for him to become a doctor.  Of course, the ending 

is, as Desmond points out, largely “open” or ambivalent, since Binx does appear to be 

giving up at least some part of his own identity in order to find acceptance (79).  But with 

this sacrifice, I propose that Binx gains something in return: real residence and 

citizenship within the city. 

His conversion from passive observer to active participant is beautifully 

dramatized in the novel‟s epilogue.  Here, we see Binx one year into his marriage with 

Kate.  Socially crippled by her mental health issues, Kate requires that Binx give her 

direction at all times—that he “tell [her] what to do” (The Moviegoer 156).  In the novel‟s 

final scene, Binx instructs his cousin: “Here‟s what you do: take the streetcar, get off at 

Common, walk right into the office.  Mr. Klostermann will give you an envelope—you 
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won‟t have to say a word—then catch the streetcar at the same place.  It will go on down 

to Canal and come back up St. Charles” (The Moviegoer 190).  No longer a tourist in 

New Orleans, Binx has become a tour guide to the city.  But not just any tour guide, he is 

a tour guide to the everyday—directing the minutiae, no matter how uninteresting, of his 

wife‟s daily life. 

 

PART III: PRAXIS  

The following lessons are designed to be implemented in a 9
th

-12
th

 grade English 

classroom in the city of New Orleans, Louisiana.  As a result of this unit within the larger 

place-conscious curriculum, students will be able to: 

 discuss the relationship between place and artistic interpretations of place 

both in the text and in contemporary New Orleans 

 apply the skills in place observation which have been honed throughout 

the curriculum and also extend these skills in order to conduct an informed 

conversation about the reasoning behind their observations  

 analyze the application of site-specific lexicon in Percy‟s text and reflect 

upon their own reliance on New Orleans vocabulary or group slang  

 explain the concept of citizenship as it is presented in the text and also 

articulate their own understanding of what it means to be a citizen in the 

city of New Orleans 

 execute as a group their own service-learning oriented project  
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Pre-reading Activity: Defamiliarizing New Orleans through Art  

 Materials: Pictures of four paintings depicting well-known sites in New Orleans such 

as the St. Louis Cathedral, Bourbon Street, the St. Charles streetcar, and Canal Street 

at Mardi Gras; Two computers with internet access; Student journals; Chalkboard or 

whiteboard on which the teacher can write in view of the students 

 Procedure: Hang the paintings on the walls around the classroom.  On one computer, 

search YouTube for “A Streetcar Named Desire movie trailer,” and have this ready to 

play.  On the other, search for “When the Levees Broke Part 1 Extract,” and have it 

ready as well.  Number each “art station” one through six, and then count students off 

by sixes.  Tell the class that they are going to be going on a “gallery walk” of New 

Orleans art.  With the other students of the same number, they will visit each painting 

or film clip for four minutes.  While there, they will observe the art and individually 

respond in their student journals to the following question, which should be written 

on the board: How does the artist—either painter or filmmaker—see New Orleans?  

After students have visited all of the stations, they will have ten minutes to meet with 

their groups and discuss their responses.   Next, come together as a whole class and 

open the floor for answers to the following questions: Is there a piece whose artist 

sees New Orleans differently than you do? and Is there a piece whose artist forced 

you to see New Orleans in a different way? 

 Rationale: Students recognize the way in which pieces of art can function to control 

how viewers see the object that is depicted; Students are prepared to start thinking 

about the way in which Binx sees New Orleans always through the filtered lens of art; 
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Students consider whether their conceptions of a place can be or already have been 

changed by an artist‟s conception. 

 

During-reading Activity #1: Binx‟s Observation Notebook 

Note: This activity is loosely adapted from the “Taking Notes as You Observe a 

Place” activity on page 246 in Paula Mathieu‟s Writing Places. 

 Materials: Binx‟s Observation Notebook handout (Figure 3.1); Students‟ Observation 

Notebook handout (Figure 3.2); Clipboards 

 Procedure: Divide students into pairs.  Give each partnership a copy of the Binx‟s 

Observation Notebook handout.  The students will then have fifteen minutes to search 

chapter one of The Moviegoer and list on their handout as many examples as they can 

find of things Binx sees and what he thinks they mean.  The pairs have to provide 

both of these elements and also a page number for each example.  After time is up, 

distribute to each student the Students‟ Observation Notebook handout and a 

clipboard.  The next part of this activity requires that students travel as a group to a 

place on campus—either inside or outside.  For twelve minutes, students will silently 

write down in the first column of their handout everything that they observe around 

them.  Using bullets to denote each individual observation, they should mark smells, 

sounds, people—anything that they find interesting.  Next, students will exchange 

handouts with their original partner, who will take ten minutes to read the 

observations and ask questions about as many of them as they can, writing these 

inquiries in the corresponding places on the handout‟s second column.  The partners 
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will switch handouts once again in order to answer these questions in ten minutes.  As 

a final step, partnerships will come together and share their replies. 

 Rationale: Students evaluate Binx‟s constant method of observing his city by 

considering what he takes note of and how he interprets these observations; Students 

practice this same process, but extend it in order to create deeper meaning through an 

ongoing conversation with another person; Students comprehend the danger of 

abstraction or alienation that Binx experiences as a result of his scientific 

spectatorship.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1 Binx‟s Observation Notebook handout 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.2 Students‟ Observation Notebook handout 

Directions: List as many examples as possible from chapter one of The 

Moviegoer of things Binx observes and what he interprets these sights to mean.  Make sure to 

include both elements as well as a page number for reference.    

   

ex: a woman smiles at him_ she is bad judge of character_ page 17______________ 

_____________________ _____________________ ___________________ 

_____________________ _____________________ ___________________ 

_____________________ _____________________ ___________________ 

 

___________________ 

 

 Observations   Questions        Responses 
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During-reading Activity #2: Binx‟s New Orleans Glossary 

 Materials: New Orleans Glossary handout (Figure 3.3); Blank paper; Coloring pens or 

pencils 

 Procedure: Divide students into groups of four.  Give each group a copy of the New 

Orleans Glossary handout.  Students will first work together to provide definitions, 

representative sentences, and page numbers for the following terms which Binx 

explicitly defines in the text: repetition, rotation, malaise, and genie-soul.  After they 

have finished this, they will complete Binx‟s glossary by coming up with five terms 

which they believe are local or native to New Orleans.  They will provide the same 

information as they did for the first set of words, except instead of page numbers, 

they will give a usage note about where in the city it is most often heard.  After thirty 

minutes, come together as a whole class and discuss the lexicon that each group came 

up with.  Examine any instances where students provided the same word but defined 

it differently.  Lastly, give students blank paper and allow them to choose their 

favorite word from today‟s activity to define and illustrate.  Collect these, laminate 

them, and keep them in the classroom as the group‟s own New Orleans Glossary. 

 Rationale: Students analyze one aspect of Binx‟s approach to making sense of his 

environment—his site-specific vocabulary; Students reflect upon their own use of a 

site-specific lexicon; Students consider whether they associate certain terminology 

with certain groups or areas of New Orleans, and in turn, if the words have certain 

connotations as a result of these associations. 
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 Figure 3.3 New Orleans Glossary handout 

 

During-reading Activity #3: Binx‟s ID Card and New Orleans Citizenship 

Note: This activity is loosely adapted from the Character Chart “Student ID” 

activity on page 278 of Milner and Pope‟s Engaging American Novels. 

 Materials: Chalkboard or whiteboard on which the teacher can write in view of the 

students; I.D. Card handout (Figure 3.4); Coloring pens or pencils 

Directions: Use your text of The Moviegoer to fill in Binx‟s incomplete glossary entries. 

1)   word: malaise    2) word: rotation 

      definition:     definition:  

 representative sentence:    representative sentence: 

 page number in text:    page number in text: 

 

3) word: repetition    4) word: genie-soul 

 definition:     definition: 

 representative sentence:    representative sentence: 

 page number in text:    page number in text: 

 

Directions: Complete Binx‟s New Orleans Glossary by coming up with five terms which 

could be considered local or native to New Orleans. 

1)   word:     2) word:  

      definition:     definition:  

 representative sentence:    representative sentence: 

 usage note:     usage note:: 

 

3)   word:     4) word:  

      definition:     definition:  

 representative sentence:    representative sentence: 

 usage note:     usage note: 

 

5)  word: 

 definition:  

 representative sentence: 

 usage note: 
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 Procedure: Draw a vertical line down the center of the board.  On one side, write 

Active Participant, and on the other, write Passive Observer.  In whole group, ask 

students to volunteer examples for why they think that Binx fits into either of these 

categories.  Next, ask students to voice their opinions about whether Binx should be 

considered a “citizen” of New Orleans.  Ask them to explain what they think it means 

to be a citizen of this city.  Remind students that one way in which Binx conceives of 

citizenship is through any sort of documentation or „certification‟ such as an I.D. 

card.  Give each student two copies of the I.D. Card handout.  Allow students fifteen 

minutes on their own to fill out the card by drawing Binx‟s picture and then stating 

his name, age, residence, occupation, likes, dislikes, favorite movie(s), favorite 

place(s) in New Orleans, and community involvement.  Next, divide students into 

pairs.  Here, they will interview each other and take notes on their partners‟ responses 

before completing for them the same I.D. card which they filled out for Binx. 

 Rationale: Students weigh Binx‟s impact upon his physical and social surroundings; 

Students apply their own opinions about what constitutes citizenship to their 

interpretations of the text as they evaluate whether Binx should be considered a 

citizen of New Orleans; Students get to know another person in the class in a manner 

that extends beyond the zone of the classroom and into the larger New Orleans 

community. 
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Figure 3.4 I.D. Card handout 

 

Post-reading Activity: Making a Change—Executing a Plan for a New Orleans

 Service-learning Project 

 Materials: Students‟ project proposals; (Other materials to be determined based on 

which project is selected by the students) 

 Procedure: After students have turned in their service-learning project proposals 

(from chapter two), respond in writing to each proposal with encouragement and 

ideas for ways to realize the project.  From the class‟s work, select three which you 

believe to be the most feasible for your limitations (time, money, travel, etc.), and 

present these to the group as possibilities for a project the class could complete 

together.  Explain that whichever project is chosen will have to be planned and 

executed outside of class on the students‟ own time.  You will be there to facilitate 

each step in the process, but it is up to them to complete any preliminary steps such as 

   Full name:  

          Age: 

   Residence: 

   Occupation: 

Likes: 

Dislikes: 

Favorite movie(s): 

Favorite place(s) in New Orleans: 

Community Involvement:  

 

 

I.D. PHOTO 
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fundraising or materials gathering and also to carry the plan through to completion.  

Distribute ballots with places to select each of the three options and also a fourth 

option of not participating in the service-learning activity.  Using ballots will ensure 

that no student feels embarrassed or ashamed about electing not to participate.  Over 

the next several weeks, organize times when the interested students can meet to plan.  

Provide them with resources, but again, emphasize that this is their project. 

 Rationale: Students make their own choices about what sorts of participants they wish 

to be in the larger New Orleans community; Because they have total creative control 

over the project, students are required to draw from what they consider important or 

essential in New Orleans as well as from what they consider their responsibilities as 

citizens of this place. 
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CONCLUSION 

 In many ways, the conclusion to Binx‟s story brings us back to the precise place 

where this project began.  In particular, the character‟s articulated longing for the specific 

„sense of place‟ of New Orleans recalls the discussion of the public‟s oversimplified 

image of the city which I deconstructed in the introduction to my thesis.  In the end, Binx 

dismisses, as I have similarly attempted to do throughout my distinct yet corresponding 

analyses of Chopin‟s, Williams‟s, and Percy‟s texts, the existence of any singular image 

of New Orleans.  It is clear that the sense of place which Binx craves is not the city‟s 

image as the inclusive haven for eccentrics; neither is it the laidback hotbed of freedom; 

nor is it even the „universal celebration‟ of Mardi Gras.  No, it is obvious that the specific 

New Orleans which Binx admires is at once all and none of these places.  Thus part of the 

wonderment and exceptionalism of the city is its sensory and imagistic overload and the 

resultant way in which it cannot be easily defined or reduced to any particular sense or 

image.   

 Underwriting my exploration of each text has been my consideration of the 

various ways in which the protagonists of my primary sources are shown to grapple not 

just with their physical surroundings but also with their own conceived images of New 

Orleans.  In The Awakening, Edna Pontellier imagines that she can create within New 

Orleans the same sort of expansiveness and freedom which she experiences on Grand 

Isle.  In A Streetcar Named Desire, Blanche DuBois similarly supposes that she can 

superimpose her own idealistic image of New Orleans atop of its rather bleak reality.  

Both of these women fail at these attempts.  But Binx Bolling is different.  After 

returning from Chicago, Binx no longer attempts to transform his environs into art, 
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electing instead to change himself in order to better fit into his surroundings.  It is not a 

coincidence then, that Binx is the only one of the three permitted to remain in New 

Orleans at the conclusion.  As I suggested in the introduction, a further critical 

investigation into the numerous forces imposed upon the individual agencies and 

culpabilities of these characters would undoubtedly provide useful insight into the 

reasons that while Edna and Blanche are unable to transform themselves in relation to 

their place, Binx succeeds.  I am thinking especially of an analysis of gender.  It should 

also be noted that Binx is the only local or native New Orleanian in the group.  The fact 

that he gets to stay, then, could then be considered in terms of the city‟s distinguishing 

those who come here from those who are from here—a topic I broached in my thesis, but 

which could certainly be explored further.  Yet as earlier stated, such an analysis would 

necessarily be rooted in a consideration of the particularities of time and place—thus 

emphasizing still the crucial role of New Orleans in each of the texts.   

 While it is not my objective to solve these unsettled issues in the space of this 

paper, I offer a final activity which encourages my students to tackle the problems from 

their own unique perspectives.  It is another of my goals in incorporating this concluding 

lesson to avoid directing my students towards a pessimistic reading of the three texts—a 

reading which would suggest the futility of all individual struggles against the 

overwhelming presence of New Orleans.  This lesson emends such a bleak interpretation 

by imparting the message that while we all are necessarily shaped and changed by our 

place, we are also empowered by acknowledging this and thus can, as Paulo Freire 

proposes: „not only critically reflect upon [our] existence but critically act upon it.‟      
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CONCLUDING ACTIVITY  

(Re)presenting New Orleans: An Exploration of the Most Popular Images of the City 

 Materials: Group Project prompt and rubric (Figure C.1); Individual Reflection 

prompt and rubric (Figure C.2); Students provide the majority of the other materials 

for this activity; Based on what modality of presentation students select, the teacher 

will need to provide a television, dvd/vcr player, and cd/cassette tape player 

 Procedure: Divide students into groups of three.  Distribute to students the Group 

Project prompt and rubric which explain their task in the first half of this final 

assignment.  As outlined on the prompt, each group is required to take on the 

perspective of one of the primary text‟s protagonists—either Edna, Blanche, or 

Binx—and elect from this assumed vantage to create a television commercial (one 

and a half to two minutes), multifold travel brochure (four to six pages), or radio 

announcement (one and a half to two minutes) for an advertising agency aiming to 

bring visitors to certain neighborhoods within New Orleans.  The handout explains 

the project‟s required elements which include a Biographical section, Testimonial, 

and Slogan.  The handout also presents a rubric explaining exactly how students will 

be graded for their work on this project.  Read both the directions and grading rubric 

out loud with the class in order to ensure that all students, no matter what type of 

learners, understand what is required of them.  Next, distribute the Individual 

Reflection prompt and rubric which explain the second half of the project.  This 

portion of the project requires students to write a 2-3 page formal response paper that 

allows them to apply their own unique perspectives to the work which they completed 

in the group assignment.  In their paper, they will address the following prompt: 
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Compare your own perspective of New Orleans to that of the protagonist analyzed in 

your group project.  How are your situations similar?  How are they different?  What 

does this have to do with the fact that you both live in New Orleans.  Then, explain 

how this unit helped you to understand better your own view of New Orleans.  

Mention at least three specific texts, lessons, or activities which you found especially 

useful in formulating your own consciousness about the place and what it was that 

you learned from them.  Again, read these instructions out loud for the students. 

 Rationale: Students articulate, by providing specific evidence from the texts, the 

perspective of each protagonist regarding both how he or she views the place of New 

Orleans and also where exactly the character sees him or herself fitting into the arc of 

the larger city; Students use this articulation to formulate a comparison of the 

protagonists‟ situatedness in a specific area or enclave of New Orleans to their own 

situationalities relative to smaller sections within the larger place; Students express in 

concrete terms not only the diversity of the city of New Orleans, but also the diversity 

within the place; Students demonstrate how this internal variation is depicted in the 

primary texts; They also extend this literary analysis to include a consideration of the 

geographic and cultural separateness that exists in contemporary New Orleans; 

Students assume a critical and reflective vantage regarding the city, including a 

reconsideration of its mythicized and popularized images and stereotypes. 

 

 

 

Directions:  As a group, imagine that you are Edna Pontellier, Blanche DuBois, or Binx 

Bolling.  You have been contacted by a national advertising agency and invited to work on its 

current campaign to bring visitors to New Orleans.  The agency reveals to you that it wants 

this campaign to be distinct from others which have falsely condensed all of New Orleans into 

a singular image.  They want to reflect the diversity within the city and attract visitors to 

specific areas within the larger place.  The agency has given you the option of creating a 1.5-2 

minute television commercial, a 4-6 page multifold travel brochure, or a 1.5-2 minute radio  
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Figure C.1 Group Project prompt and rubric 

announcement.  In whichever medium you choose, the agency has very specific requirements 

for what it should include.  You must incorporate the following elements:  

(1) Biographical section explaining who you are, exactly where you live within New Orleans, 

and why you came to this part of the city 

(2) Testimonial section describing what you do there—what sorts of activities fill your time 

(3) Slogan which articulates what makes this section of New Orleans distinct from the larger 

city 

(4) Argument for why you would recommend this part of New Orleans to visitors 

(5) Argument for why you would not recommend this part of New Orleans to visitors (The 

agency was recently faulted for its false advertising, so they are now working to present a 

refreshingly honest campaign) 

Rubric: You have two weeks to complete this assignment.  Your creative group project is 

worth a total of 50 points.  All group members will receive the same grade.  Your collective 

grade will be determined based on the following point system: 

 Project maintains the voice of the chosen protagonist and accurately reflects his or her 

perspective as it is presented in the text.  Allowing for the technology of television, radio, 

etc., the project remains in the appropriate time period and physical context without 

slipping into a contemporary analysis. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10  

 

 Project articulates a recognizable and clear argument for why the protagonist 

would/would not recommend visitation to this part of New Orleans. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Project incorporates at least five direct quotations from the text.  These quotations support 

the claims you are making in the project, and they are both identified and cited 

appropriately.  If you completed a tv commercial or radio announcement, you have turned 

in a transcript of your work which includes these citations. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Project thoughtfully addresses the variation and diversity within greater New Orleans.  It 

does not make reductive or oversimplifying statements about the city as a whole.  Instead, 

it shows how this part of New Orleans does and does not fit into the larger city.  This 

complication is reflected in the slogan. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Project reflects the input of time, preparation, and collaboration from group members.  It 

shows creativity in designing and executing the whole of the project. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 
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Figure C.2 Individual Reflection prompt and rubric 

 

 

Directions: On your own, write a 2-3 page reflection paper in response to the following 

prompt:  

Compare your own perspective of New Orleans to that of the protagonist analyzed in 

your group project.  How are your situations similar?  How are they different?  What 

does this have to do with the fact that you both live in New Orleans.  Then, explain 

how this unit helped you to understand better your own view of New Orleans.  

Mention at least three specific texts, lessons, or activities which you found especially 

useful in formulating your own consciousness about the place and what it was that 

you learned from them.  

Your final work must be typed, double spaced, use 12 pt. Times New Roman Font, and apply 

the basic conventions of formal academic writing.  You should, though, write from the first-

person perspective.  Your in-text citations will follow MLA guidelines, and even though you 

are only required to use the primary text as a source, your paper must include a separate 

Bibliography. 

 

Rubric: You have two weeks to complete this assignment.  Your individual paper is worth a 

total of 50 points.  Your grade will be determined based on the following point system: 

 Paper thoroughly addresses all parts of all questions postulated in the prompt. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Paper‟s comparison/contrast portion engages with both the literature and student‟s own 

experiences by providing specific examples that effectively convey the writer‟s opinions 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Paper articulates a clear and well-reasoned argument for the role of New Orleans in both 

the speaker‟s own life and also the life of the primary text‟s protagonist 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Paper manifests the student‟s own thinking and is not merely a repetition of what was 

discussed in class either by the teacher or by other students.  The example texts, lessons, 

or activities offered in the rationalization of place consciousness show the author‟s critical 

reflection upon what has been learned. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 

 

 Paper follows the conventions of formal academic writing as stipulated in the Directions. 

1      2          3          4          5          6          7          8          9          10 
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