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    Preface


    


    Joyce Carol Oates is arguably our most prolific and widely read serious writer today and certainly our most prolific serious woman writer. This brilliant author has garnered many awards since the beginning of her illustrious career. She has won First Prize in the O. Henry Awards, the Richard and Hinda Rosenthal Award of the National Institute of Arts and Letters, the National Book Award, the Lotos Club Award of Merit, and the Rea Award for the Short Story. The O. Henry Awards committee has given her a special award for unique achievement.


    Oates has proven herself a writer of the most awesome range: a master of the short story and the novel, a poet and a playwright, a regular book reviewer and essayist. Oates is able to believably depict rich, middle-class, and poor people, men and women, children, teenagers, and adults of all ages, urban, rural, and suburban environments, migrant farm workers, race car drivers, doctors, politicians, academics, attorneys, prostitutes, beauticians, ministers, housewives, models, and businesspeople. She writes in realistic, naturalistic, surrealistic, fantastic, and allegorical modes, often attempting (with extraordinary success) to synthesize them.


    Oates has hardly been the subject of critical neglect, although her almost unbelievably immense literary output makes it difficult for any critic to do her even a minimum of justice. However, in reading critical essays about her works, I felt something was missing. By focusing on individual books or pairs of them, most commentators neglect the way certain very specific themes recur throughout much of her massive body of writing. One of these, the victim's role in violent crimes, served as the launching pad for this book because it is one of several common threads running through Oates' fiction — and because it is the most morally troublesome of all her recurrent themes. The peculiar demands and beautiful rewards of art, the peculiar position of the white poor in America, the special problems of African-Americans due to their history of discrimination and exclusion in a white racist society, and the baffling morbidity inherent in sexuality — together with the superficially contradictory power of sexuality to heal — are other recurrent Oates themes that I follow and attempt to tie together in this volume. I can only hope that I have made a small contribution to understanding the work of this most accomplished of contemporary authors.


    


  
    Chapter 1


    From Masochistic Provocation to Violent Retaliation: The Sex Crime Victim in Joyce Carol Oates' Fiction


    


    Joyce Carol Oates has said that she is "very sympathetic with most of the aims of feminism." She made a feminist appeal in an essay she wrote entitled "Why Is Your Writing So Violent?" In that piece, she states that the question so often asked of her was "always insulting…ignorant…always sexist…war, rape, murder, and the more colorful minor crimes evidently fall within the exclusive province of the male writer, just as, generally, they fall within the exclusive province of male action."


    Yet sexism, of a particularly virulent sort, informs many of Oates' depictions of violence. In much of early Oates fiction, victims — especially if they are women and the crime is a sex crime — either seek out violence, provoke it to some degree, enjoy it, and/or appear to deserve it. In later works, as we shall see, there was a punctuated evolution away from this type of portrayal of sexual violence.


    That Joyce Carol Oates often writes of women as desiring or deserving sexual violence is especially troubling since some of her most inflammatory depictions of masochistically willing or provoking female victimization were published in the 1970s — the very time when the women's movement was most active around rape and molestation issues and devoting much time to convincing the general public that sex crime victims should not be viewed as "guilty" or "complicit" in attacks against themselves.


    It should be noted that Oates is fully aware that the idea of victim complicity has hideous moral implications. In an uncharacteristically pedestrian — but quite sensible — essay for Time magazine on the Mike Tyson rape case, Oates denounced as "outrageous" the suggestion that women precipitate sex crimes against themselves.


    In another essay, Oates harshly criticized William Faulkner for what she described as his "dismissal of the very possibility of rape in male female relations." She went on to call Faulkner's "vicious and even demented sentiments that, if followed to a logical conclusion, would indict the victim for having been the 'cause' of the crime."


    The latter is an instance of the pot calling the kettle black so blatantly it can only be deliberate since (as we will shortly see) these "vicious and even demented sentiments" inform some of Oates' own portrayals of violence.


    Why should the guilty victim figure prominently in Oates? I believe there are several interlocking reasons.


    One of the many goals of this richly talented author is to synthesize literary modes, uniting the realistic with the allegorical, and the naturalistic with the mythological. The man or, far more commonly — both generally and in Oates — the woman who is "asking for it" is a stock character in folklore and permeates much of what we might call popular mythology.


    The motif of victim precipitation also possesses deep religious reverberations. Christianity was founded by a figure who, according to its very own Bible, courted an agonizing and violent death. While the story of Jesus ("the Son" and God "the Father") is decidedly phallocentric, its special appeal to women may lie in the ease with which its central symbol is transformed into a feminine one. A man humiliated in front of a mob, flogged, then suffering a slow torturous death on a cross, naked or at least nearly so, bears an uncanny resemblance to the ordeal of a sexual assault victim. Rape in the fiction of Joyce Carol Oates can, in this writer's opinion, sometimes be understood as a kind of "woman's crucifixion."


    A final important reason that victims of violence are so often "indicted" in Oates' fiction relates to her own specific world-view. Oates has said that she believes we all participate in a "communal consciousness." One of the chief failures of our era (which she sees as drawing to a close), Oates has written, is its insistence on "the old corrupting hell of the Renaissance ideal and its 'I'-ness, separate and distinct from all other fields of consciousness."


    The "logical conclusion" of Oates' philosophy could easily be that victim complicity is necessary since victims and attackers share "fields of consciousness."


    By the North Gate was Oates' first published collection of short stories. One of the stories in the volume, "Pastoral Blood," prefigures many of Oates' later tales of female self-annihilation. On the anniversary of her father's death, a young woman named Grace impulsively decides to die and sets out to deliver herself to an unknown murderer. Her plans go awry when an African-American thug "only" rapes this white female. Oates ends the story with Grace resolving to "reject, flatly, the easy suicide of insanity [playing upon the myth circulated in the wake of Caryl Chessman's crimes that rape victims commonly become psychotic as a result of the violation]." Grace decides she will do better next time and actually get murdered since "experience is the best teacher."


    The same collection contains "An Encounter with the Blind," one of the rare Oates stories in which the guilt of a male victim is at issue. It is also one of the earliest stories Oates published in the mode that she has called the "realistic allegory," a story that is realistically detailed even as it "shade[s] into parable."


    When we first meet The Senator we are told that he is forty-two years old and the owner of the "largest farm in Tintern." Oates calls him "The Senator" throughout the story but tells us that his name is B. (for Bethlehem) Arnold Hollis. This "loud red-faced friendly man" is soon in a saloon where he is cheerfully grousing about the workers on his farm, uppity "niggers" who had the nerve to complain that the lodging at "Bethlehem's" place "wasn't clean enough." Here The Senator meets and gives a ride to Blind Boy Robin, a frail young man who says he is traveling the world to do his "duty."


    Behind the wheel of his truck, with a knife at his throat, The Senator learns that Blind Boy's "duty" is "to rid God's world of all kinds of sinners."


    The Senator is genuinely terrified that Blind Boy will murder him. Yet part of what gives his terror a kind of hypnotic power over the reader is The Senator's growing conviction that he is indeed horribly guilty and that this very strange stranger has been sent by fate to enact a kind of cosmic justice upon him. Frantically, The Senator protests his own goodness, only to have Blind Boy offer him the "privilege" of dying like Christ, "sharin' the world's sin, since you got none of your own."


    However, The Senator named Bethlehem knows he is anything but without sin. Recalling how a bear had almost killed him, The Senator thinks, "He wouldn't have minded that, just a bear, a crazed bear. But this — this boy —


    " 'You know too much boy! You found out too much — somebody tole you — some nigger or somebody — ' "


    The Senator then runs his car off the road and escapes his tormentor. However, he confirms Blind Boy's judgment of him as a true sinner when he gives the knife back to the hitchhiker, thus making himself an accessory to future murders. The title itself is heavily and deliberately ironic, and contains the suggestion that The Senator has been the more truly "blind" of the two. This horrible encounter has opened his eyes to his own wickedness.


    Interestingly, Oates' very first published novel, With Shuddering Fall (1964), features a victim-precipitated rape that is pivotal to the story. The novel itself is a revenge story masquerading as a love story. The protagonist
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