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Understanding "Them" by Joyce Carol Oates

Them is a seminal work by acclaimed author Joyce Carol Oates, published in
1969. This novel is often regarded as a powerful exploration of the American
experience, delving into themes of identity, class, and societal struggles.
Set against the backdrop of the tumultuous 1960s, "Them" examines the lives
of its characters as they navigate the complexities of urban life in Detroit.
In this article, we will explore the themes, characters, and critical
reception of "Them," as well as its relevance to contemporary society.

Plot Overview

"Them" revolves around the lives of the Gordons, a dysfunctional family
living in a working-class neighborhood in Detroit. The story is primarily
told through the perspectives of three central characters: Maureen Gordon,
her son Jules, and her daughter, Loretta. Their lives are marked by poverty,
violence, and a struggle for identity, reflecting the broader social issues
of the time.

Structure and Narrative Style

Oates employs a unique narrative style that weaves together different
perspectives and timelines. The novel is divided into three parts:

1. Part One: "The Family" - This section introduces the Gordons and their
troubled dynamics. Maureen, a single mother, struggles to raise her children
amidst a backdrop of poverty and violence, while Jules and Loretta each
grapple with their own identities.

2. Part Two: "The City" - Here, the focus shifts to the broader societal
context of Detroit. Oates describes the urban landscape, highlighting the
stark contrasts between wealth and poverty, and the impact of social unrest
on the lives of the characters.

3. Part Three: "The Self" - This final section delves into the characters'
internal struggles and their quest for meaning and identity. It emphasizes
the theme of self-discovery, as each character confronts their past and their
aspirations for the future.

Themes in "Them"

Oates' "Them" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Some of
the most prominent themes include:



1. Identity and Self-Discovery

The quest for identity is a central theme in "Them." Each character grapples
with their sense of self in the face of external pressures and societal
expectations. Maureen, Jules, and Loretta all experience moments of self-
discovery, often leading to profound realizations about their desires, fears,
and the impact of their upbringing.

2. Class Struggle and Societal Inequality

Detroit, as depicted in "Them," is a microcosm of the class struggles
prevalent in American society. Oates highlights the stark divide between the
affluent and the impoverished, illustrating how economic disparity shapes the
characters' lives. The Gordons' experiences serve as a commentary on the
larger issues of class and privilege, prompting readers to reflect on their
implications.

3. Violence and Trauma

Violence is a recurring motif throughout the novel, manifesting in various
forms—domestic abuse, gang violence, and societal unrest. Oates does not shy
away from depicting the harsh realities faced by her characters, using
violence as a lens through which to explore their psychological and emotional
struggles. The trauma experienced by the characters significantly influences
their relationships and choices.

4. Gender Roles and Feminism

Oates also addresses the complexities of gender roles within the context of
the 1960s. Maureen, as a single mother, embodies the challenges faced by
women in a patriarchal society. The novel critiques traditional gender norms
while highlighting the resilience and strength of its female characters.
Loretta, in particular, navigates her own path to empowerment, challenging
societal expectations.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Them" are intricately developed, each representing
different facets of the human experience. Here, we delve into the three
primary characters:

Maureen Gordon

Maureen is the matriarch of the Gordon family, a complex figure marked by
both strength and vulnerability. Her struggles as a single mother reflect the
societal pressures faced by women of her era. Maureen's character embodies
the theme of resilience, as she fights to provide for her children while
grappling with her own sense of identity. Throughout the novel, she undergoes



significant transformation, ultimately seeking autonomy and self-acceptance.

Jules Gordon

Jules, the eldest son, is portrayed as a troubled and rebellious figure. He
grapples with feelings of inadequacy and anger, often acting out in
destructive ways. His journey reflects the struggles of young men in a
society that offers limited opportunities. Jules' character serves as a
critique of masculinity, illustrating how societal expectations can lead to
self-destructive behavior.

Loretta Gordon

Loretta, the youngest sibling, embodies innocence and vulnerability. As she
navigates her teenage years, Loretta grapples with issues of love, sexuality,
and self-worth. Her character arc represents the quest for empowerment and
the desire to break free from the constraints of her upbringing. Loretta's
evolution throughout the novel underscores the theme of self-discovery.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "Them" garnered significant critical acclaim and
established Joyce Carol Oates as a prominent voice in American literature.
The novel's exploration of complex themes resonated with readers and critics
alike, and it was awarded the National Book Award for Fiction in 1970. Oates'
unflinching portrayal of societal issues and her deep character studies
contributed to the novel's lasting impact.

Influence on Contemporary Literature

"Them" continues to be studied and discussed in academic circles, influencing
a generation of writers. Oates' ability to capture the intricacies of human
experience and societal challenges has inspired countless authors to explore
similar themes in their work. The novel's relevance endures, as it prompts
readers to confront issues of identity, class, and violence that persist in
contemporary society.

Conclusion

In "Them," Joyce Carol Oates masterfully weaves together the lives of her
characters against the backdrop of a turbulent era. Through her exploration
of identity, class struggle, violence, and gender roles, Oates creates a rich
tapestry that resonates with readers on multiple levels. The novel's critical
acclaim and enduring relevance underscore its significance within the canon
of American literature. As we continue to grapple with the complexities of
our own identities and societal challenges, "Them" remains a poignant
reminder of the power of storytelling to illuminate the human experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'Them' by Joyce
Carol Oates?

The main themes in 'Them' include social class struggle, family dynamics, the
impact of violence, and the search for identity within an urban setting.

How does Joyce Carol Oates portray the concept of the
American Dream in 'Them'?

Oates critiques the American Dream by illustrating how her characters'
aspirations often lead to disillusionment and despair, reflecting the harsh
realities of poverty and societal limitations.

What narrative techniques does Oates use in 'Them' to
convey her story?

Oates employs a multi-perspective narrative, shifting between different
characters' viewpoints, and uses rich, descriptive language to create a
visceral sense of place and emotion.

Who are the central characters in 'Them' and how do
they develop throughout the novel?

The central characters include Maureen, a troubled young woman, and her
family members, whose lives intersect in complex ways, leading to personal
growth and tragic outcomes as they navigate their harsh realities.

What role does violence play in 'Them'?

Violence in 'Them' serves as both a catalyst for character development and a
reflection of the societal issues faced by the characters, highlighting the
cyclical nature of trauma and its impact on community.

How does Oates address issues of race and identity in
'Them'?

Oates addresses race and identity through her characters' interactions and
struggles, illustrating how societal perceptions and personal experiences
shape their identities in a racially charged environment.

What is the significance of the title 'Them'?

The title 'Them' signifies the collective experience of the characters as
they confront societal forces and their own personal demons, emphasizing the
shared struggles of marginalized individuals.

How has 'Them' been received by critics and readers



since its publication?

Since its publication, 'Them' has been praised for its bold exploration of
difficult themes and complex characters, solidifying Oates's reputation as a
significant voice in American literature, although some critics have noted
its bleakness.
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