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When Joyce Carol Oates wrote "Where Are YouGoing, Where HaveYou
Been?" in 1966, Connie, her protagonist, was fifteen years old. That means she
would have reached fifty by now, an appropriate milestone to warrant re-exam-
ining her life and the story. In it, Oates shares with us one baby boomer's har-
rowing coming of age. For the past thirty-five years, readers have responded to
Connie's predicament in a variety of ways, with each way finding ample sup-
port in the text.

What we think happens to Connie after she leaves with Arnold Friend-
Oates deliberately leaves us hanging-depends on how we picture Arnold. If
he can't walk in his boots because he has cloven hooves, clearly he plays a
satanic role. If he speaks song lyrics to Connie in a sing-song voice, clearly
she has dreamed him up after falling asleep while listening to the radio. If at
thirty Arnold still ogles young girls at the drive-in, clearly he is a stalker. If his
plans aid Connie in her transition from child to adult, clearly he acts as her sav-
ior, rescuing her from the confining and loveless household in which she grew
up.

Clearly, there is no one right way to interpret Arnold. It is his ambiguity
that makes this story work well in an introduction to literature course-and as
an introduction to literary theory. Instead of learning about postmodernism as
theory, with "Where Are YouGoing, Where Have YouBeen?" students can
experience it. Because I teach at a church-related school, some of my freshmen
students already know about postmodern relativism in a mostly negative, theo-
logical context. I use this story to introduce them-in very basic terms-to
postmodernism as a critical theory. By having them read critical articles pre-
senting competing interpretations of the story, I want them to see that how we
frame a question influences the answer. How we categorize Arnold determines
the outcome of Connie's encounter with him. And how we complete the story
governs what we can infer as Oates's purpose for writing it.

Early critical response to "Where Are YouGoing, Where HaveYou Been?"
identifies Arnold as the devil in an allegory of evil attacking innocence.
Connie's fate must be rape, at the least, and more likely murder. The evidence
supporting this satanic or supernatural evil view of Arnold includes his boots
that may conceal cloven hooves, the X he uses to mark Connie that seems to
hang in the air "almost visible" (699), the numbers on his car that add up to 69,
his eyes like chips of broken glass that permit him a supernatural vision of
Connie's family across town at the barbeque, the flies, his deceptive sweet talk,
the fact that he can't enter the house, his lack of distinction between the living
and the dead, his speech to Ellie which Oates describes as an "incantation"
(705)1. He arrives at Connie's house in just the right disguise, with the shaggy
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