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Psychic Tug-of-War: A Young Woman’s Struggle with Her Inner Demon

A Literary Analysis of Joyce Carol Oates’s “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?”

Abstract

Joyce Carol Oates’s short story, “Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?,” centers on Connie, a pretty fifteen year old girl coming of age in the sixties, driven by the usual combination of hormones and disdain for her parents.  With an uninterested father and an overly critical mother, Connie spends her time with friends, sometimes crossing the highway to congregate with older kids at a drive-in restaurant (451).   Her decision to stay behind while her parents and her sister June attend a family barbecue, places her in peril one summer day.  Evil pays her a visit in the form of a man named Arnold Friend (accompanied by his sidekick Ellie).  They drive up the path in an “open jalopy, painted a bright gold that caught the sunlight opaquely” (454), and the rest of the story spirals tortuously into a no-win situation for Connie.  

What begins as benign flirtation, soon develops into the realization that Arnold plans to rape and possibly kill her.  Eerily, Arnold seems to possess intimate knowledge about Connie’s family and friends.  He coaxes Connie out of her house gently as Ellie sits silently in the car. Sensing Connie’s growing reluctance to succumb to him, Arnold threatens her family with harm.  Finally, Connie steps through the screen door, relenting to his melodic persuasion.  Arnold taunts the terrified teenager: “the place where you came from ain’t there any more, and where you had in mind to go is canceled out” (464). 

Literary Analysis (based on Psychological Literary Criticism)




Connie’s personality reflects a theme running through the entire story, lending support to Steven Lynn’s examination of Freud’s work with the unconscious and demonstrating the “opposing forces” (168) at work inside and outside Connie’s mind.  Similarly, Larry Rubin’s essay debates whether or not the whole interaction with Arnold consists of a dream (109), which serves to underscore the battle between self and selflessness, as evidenced in Connie’s two sides: “one for home and one for anywhere that was not home” (Oates 451).  The pattern continues with Connie standing on the precipice of virginal youth and sexual maturity.  Two crucial decisions show her clinging to adolescent immaturity: she leaves her friend behind at the drive-in to spend time with a boy, and she stays home alone rather than attending the barbecue.  Ultimately, she faces the most painful choice: acquiesce to Arnold’s claim on her, or allow her parents and her sister to be harmed.  While it plays out in an achingly tragic way, her final decision represents her emotional growth by her willingness to relinquish her own life in exchange for her family’s safety.

According to Joan D. Winslow, Arnold personifies a classic “archetypal figure” (92) in his role as the devil, but his presence also reflects Connie’s subconscious need for sexual maturity (Rubin 112).  His disguise of youth fools Connie at first, mimicking Satan’s deceptive personality.  Rather than attacking Connie inside her house, Arnold promises to stay outside.  Implying his need for a complicit partner to give him power, he depends on Connie’s surrender to achieve his goal.  Without Connie, his power ceases to exist, thereby hinting that evil impulses reside in Connie’s own mind and that “their inevitable emergence—whether as devil figure or unexpected aberrant behavior—surprises and terrifies her” (Winslow 98). 

Personal Response (based on Reader-Response Criticism)



Reading this story gave me a feeling of vague familiarity because I viewed the film Smooth Talk as a young adult, but only after doing some research for this paper did I learn that the movie evolved from Oates’s story.  I remember the sense of dread at realizing Connie’s initial impressions of Arnold proved wrong.  My panic occurs at the same juncture in the story: he draws an “x” in the air and calls it his sign (Oates 458).  When I imagine the multitude of times my naiveté as an adolescent put me in precarious situations, I cringe.  Instinctively, I knew the danger existed, but I chose to ignore it in favor of savoring my youth.   


Countless “Arnolds” presented themselves in my teenage years as erroneous manifestations of my fantasies about romantic love. None of them meant real harm, but in the harsh light of reality, my expectations never reached fulfillment.  Looking back on those days with bittersweet tenderness and a tinge of regret, I feel my physical body grew quickly into adulthood while my mind remained adrift at sea.  Capturing my immediate attention, Oates’s title—“Where Are You Going, Where Have You Been?” –raised questions I still struggle to answer in my life.  While Oates’s theme enveloped me in a haunting way, her story also reminded me poignantly that while some journeys begin similarly, but their destinations often diverge.  This young woman’s life ended with the opening of a screen door, while the finale to my journey remains unwritten.
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