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Abstract: 

In A Bloodsmoor Romance, Joyce Carol Oates uses a parody of nineteenth­

century attitudes to women to expose the misogyny inherent in 

contemporary American family life and romantic love. The women characters 

in this novel all escape, with varying success, from the restricted roles 

allowed to them by their society, and acted out in the Kiddemaster/Zinn 

family. It is through these escapes that this study approaches Oates's 

exposure of misogyny. 

Beginning with an overview of the ways that the women characters are 

objectified both as members of the family and as the objects of romantic 

love, and how this distorts and limits them, the discussion moves on to 

discuss the methods by which the characters perceive their condition. The 

avenues of escape that they attempt, often trying more than one method, 

are described, and the relative success of each escape is assessed. The 

metaphor of a secret passage that each woman character must discover, 

ente'r, negotiate and leave underlies this work. 
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Figure 1: Family Relationsh ips in A 8/oodsmoor Romance 
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Preliminary remarks 

In the course of preparing to write this study I have read a wide range of 

Oates criticism. Most of it was not useful to me, because it was either 

unconcerned with the implications of Oates's writing about women's lives, or 

it tended to come into the category of what Naomi Wolf calls "victim 

feminism" - the view that women (whether writers, readers or characters), 

are somehow purer and better than men, and deserve to be treated as 

such. The critics whom I found to engage seriously with Oates's writing as 

woman on women, although I did not always agree with them, were: Eileen 

Teper Bender, whose book Joyce Carol Oates: Artist in Residence (1987) 

gave me many valuable ideas and insights; Linda Wagner, whose collection 

Joyce Carol Oates (1979) contained some useful articles; Joseph Petite, 

whose four articles on Oates as "liberationist" (1974-88) gave me something 

to argue against; Joanne Creighton's recent (1992) book Joyce Carol Oates: 

Novels of the Middle Years, and Elaine Showalter and Elizabeth Lennox 

Keyser for the connections between A Bloodsmoor Romance and Little Women. 

Oate:~ herself, in her latest collection of criticism (Woman) Writer (1988), 

provides interesting commentaries on writing and on her own fiction which 

often proved a starting point for my own thinking. 

For background on the nineteenth century, particularly in the field of 

women's healt1;1, The Physician and Sexuality in Victorian America, by John 

and Robin Haller, was invaluable. The researches of Carol Smith-Rosenberg 

and of Lillian Faderman on relations between women in the nineteenth 

century were of interest also, although I find Faderman 's view of the lack 

of a sexual dimension in these relationships to be rather naive. 
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More generally, despite the insights I gained from I rigary, Kristeva and 

others of the French psychoanalytic school, and my wide reading of 

(particularly American) feminist literary scholars such as Nancy Miller, it 

has been the recent "popular" books by Marilyn French ( The War Against 

Women), Susan Faludi (Backlash) and Naomi Wolf ( The Beauty Myth and Fire 

with Fire) that have most shaped my thinking while being engaged on this 

work. Whether this is a reflection on the shallowness of my thinking or on 

the unexpectedly serious tastes of the book-buying public I cannot say . 
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Figure Two: The Octagon House of Orson Squire Fowler, Fishkill, NY, 1845 
(New York State Historical Assoc iation , Cooperstown, NY) (Mc Lanathan 184) . 
See A Bloodsmoor Romance, page 11 . 
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