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ABSTRACT: 

Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof is a poignant exploration of the American Dream, revealing the disillusionment and 
complexities that underpin this ideal. Through the dysfunctional Pollitt family, Williams critiques the notion of success, 
masculinity, and familial loyalty, exposing the darker realities of post-war America. This paper examines how Williams 
employs character development, symbolism, and themes of truth and deception to dissect the American Dream, illustrating its 
impact on personal identities and relationships. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, first premiered in 1955, is one of 
Tennessee Williams’ most significant plays, showcasing his 
distinctive ability to capture the intricacies of human 
relationships and the struggles of individuals within a 
societal framework. Set in the affluent Southern home of 
the Pollitt family, the play examines the dynamics between 
its central characters—Brick, Maggie, and Big 
Daddy—against the backdrop of the American Dream. 

The American Dream, traditionally associated with ideals 
of prosperity, success, and individualism, is critically 
examined in this play, revealing its inherent contradictions 
and failures. Williams employs a rich tapestry of dialogue, 
symbolism, and psychological conflict to explore themes of 
repression, identity, and the quest for authenticity within a 
facade of wealth and success. This paper will analyze these 
elements to uncover how Williams critiques the American 
Dream and its implications for the characters' lives and 
relationships. 

The American Dream has historically represented the 
belief that hard work and determination can lead to 
success and upward mobility. This ideal is deeply 
ingrained in the fabric of American society, suggesting that 
anyone, regardless of their background, can achieve 
prosperity and happiness. However, Williams challenges 
this notion by illustrating how the pursuit of the American 
Dream can lead to moral decay, emotional turmoil, and 
interpersonal conflict. 

The post-World War II era, during which Williams wrote 
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, was characterized by a complex 
interplay of prosperity and disillusionment. While America 
experienced economic growth and an increase in 
consumer culture, many individuals grappled with 
existential questions regarding the true nature of 
happiness and fulfillment. The characters in Williams’ play 
reflect this tension, as they confront the hollowness of 
their material success and the emotional void it creates. 

 

Brick Pollitt, a former athlete and the play's central 
character, embodies the disillusionment of the American 
Dream. His struggle with alcoholism, stemming from the 
trauma of his friend Skipper's death, symbolizes the 
deeper emotional and psychological scars that often 
accompany the pursuit of success. Brick's disdain for 
societal expectations and his internal conflicts reflect a 
profound sense of alienation. 

Williams crafts Brick as a complex character who grapples 
with his identity, masculinity, and the pressure to conform 
to societal ideals. His refusal to engage with his family and 
his evasive behavior reveal a profound disconnection from 
reality, underscoring the destructive nature of the 
American Dream. Brick's assertion that "mendacity is a 
system that we live in" captures his awareness of the lies 
that underpin his family's façade of success, further 
emphasizing the play’s critical stance on the American 
Dream. 

Maggie, Brick's wife, represents the relentless pursuit of 
validation and acceptance within the confines of societal 
expectations. Her character embodies the tension between 
ambition and vulnerability, as she seeks to salvage her 
marriage while grappling with her unfulfilled desires. 
Maggie's desperation for Brick's affection and the approval 
of his family underscores her struggle against the 
constraints of gender roles and societal norms. 

Williams portrays Maggie as both a victim and a survivor, 
navigating the complexities of her relationship with Brick 
and the oppressive environment created by Big Daddy and 
Big Mama. Her yearning for connection and love reveals 
the emotional toll of living within a façade of wealth and 
success. In her declaration, "I’m not living with you. We 
occupy the same cage," Maggie articulates the profound 
isolation and frustration that accompanies her attempts to 
uphold the ideals of the American Dream. 
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Big Daddy Pollitt, the family patriarch, serves as a 
representation of the American Dream's decay. Despite his 
wealth and status, he is confronted with the reality of his 
mortality and the moral emptiness of his achievements. 
His relationship with Brick is fraught with tension, 
reflecting the generational conflict between traditional 
ideals of masculinity and the emerging existential crisis 
faced by the younger generation. 

Big Mama, in contrast, embodies the emotional 
undercurrents of the family. Her attempts to maintain 
familial cohesion and her unwavering devotion to Big 
Daddy expose the fragility of their marriage and the 
emotional neglect that pervades their lives. Williams uses 
Big Mama's character to highlight the sacrifices women 
make in the pursuit of the American Dream, often at the 
expense of their own happiness and fulfillment. 

The concept of mendacity, or deception, emerges as a 
central theme in Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. The characters are 
trapped in a web of lies, both to themselves and each 
other, as they navigate their desires and the expectations 
placed upon them. Brick's assertion that "mendacity is a 
system that we live in" underscores the pervasive 
dishonesty that characterizes their lives and relationships. 

Williams illustrates how the characters' inability to 
confront the truth leads to emotional and psychological 
fragmentation. Brick's denial of his feelings for Skipper 
and his avoidance of his wife's affection serve as 
manifestations of his inner turmoil. The family's attempts 
to conceal the reality of Big Daddy's illness and their 
financial struggles further emphasize the lengths to which 
individuals will go to maintain the illusion of success and 
happiness. 

In contrast to the theme of deception, Williams presents 
the pursuit of authenticity as a fundamental human desire. 
The characters' struggles to uncover their true selves and 
confront their emotions serve as a powerful counterpoint 
to the facade of the American Dream. Brick's confrontation 
with his own vulnerability and the truths about his 
relationships illustrates the inherent tension between 
societal expectations and individual authenticity. 

Maggie's desperate attempts to connect with Brick reflect 
her yearning for genuine intimacy amidst the facade of 
their lives. Her assertion that "I want to see you" reveals 
her desire for emotional connection and authenticity in a 
world dominated by deception. Williams uses this tension 
to critique the societal norms that prioritize appearance 
over substance, ultimately advocating for a more authentic 
engagement with oneself and others. 

The title of the play, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, serves as a 
powerful metaphor for the characters' emotional states 
and the societal pressures they face. The hot tin roof 
symbolizes a state of unease and discomfort, reflecting the 
characters’ struggles to navigate their lives amidst the 
oppressive expectations of success and conformity. 

Maggie's position on the roof represents her precarious 
situation, caught between her desires and the harsh 
realities of her life. The image of the cat—a creature 

known for its agility and adaptability—underscores the 
theme of survival amidst adversity. Williams uses this 
symbolism to illustrate the characters' need to confront 
their truths and find a way to escape the stifling 
environment of their lives. 

Williams' choice of a Southern Gothic setting further 
enhances the themes of the play. The Pollitt family's 
mansion, with its lavish decor juxtaposed against the 
underlying dysfunction, reflects the decay of the American 
Dream. The Southern Gothic tradition emphasizes the 
grotesque and the macabre, highlighting the moral and 
social decay present within the seemingly idyllic façade of 
Southern life. 

The setting serves as a microcosm of American society, 
revealing the contradictions between wealth and poverty, 
success and failure. Williams employs this backdrop to 
critique the American Dream's superficiality, illustrating 
how the characters' struggles mirror the broader societal 
tensions of the era. 

The play's exploration of masculinity is critical to 
understanding its critique of the American Dream. Brick's 
character embodies the societal pressures placed on men 
to achieve success and embody traditional ideals of 
masculinity. His struggles with alcoholism and emotional 
detachment reflect the internal conflicts faced by men who 
are unable to reconcile their desires with societal 
expectations. 

Big Daddy's expectations for Brick further illustrate the 
toxic nature of traditional masculinity. He desires Brick to 
uphold the family legacy and conform to societal ideals, 
perpetuating the cycle of disillusionment and emotional 
repression. Williams critiques this model of masculinity, 
suggesting that the pursuit of success often leads to 
emotional and relational estrangement. 

Maggie's character represents the complexities of the 
female experience within the framework of the American 
Dream. As a woman navigating a patriarchal society, she 
grapples with societal expectations surrounding marriage, 
motherhood, and success. Her desperation for Brick's love 
and validation highlights the emotional toll of these 
expectations, emphasizing the sacrifices women make in 
pursuit of their own dreams. 

Williams presents Maggie as a multifaceted character who 
embodies both vulnerability and resilience. Her 
determination to confront her circumstances and seek 
authenticity reveals the potential for female empowerment 
amidst the constraints of societal norms. Through Maggie, 
Williams critiques the limitations placed on women and 
advocates for their right to pursue their own aspirations 
and desires. 

CONCLUSION 

Tennessee Williams’ Cat on a Hot Tin Roof serves as a 
powerful critique of the American Dream, exposing its 
inherent contradictions and the emotional toll it takes on 
individuals and families. Through the complex characters 
of Brick, Maggie, Big Daddy, and Big Mama, Williams 
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reveals the disillusionment and moral decay that 
accompany the pursuit of success and conformity. 

The play's exploration of truth and deception, coupled 
with its rich symbolism and Southern Gothic setting, 
underscores the complexities of identity and the human 
experience. Williams' nuanced portrayal of gender 
dynamics further enhances the critique of societal norms, 
advocating for authenticity and emotional connection 
amidst the facade of wealth and success. 

In a world that continues to grapple with the implications 
of the American Dream, Williams’ work remains relevant, 
inviting audiences to reflect on their own desires, 
relationships, and the truths that lie beneath the surface. 
Cat on a Hot Tin Roof challenges us to confront the realities 
of our lives and the pursuit of our own dreams, ultimately 
urging a reevaluation of what it means to achieve success 
in a complex and often contradictory world. 
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