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ABSTRACT 
 
This essay examines the novel Blonde (2006) written by Joyce Carol Oates, and  

analyzes it with the help of feminist theory. By applying feminist theory on the 

content of the novel, this essay aims at uncovering the patriarchal structures 

embedded in the society that is portrayed in this novel. Furthermore, this essay 

claims that by making the protagonist Norma Jeane a victim for patriarchal society 

Oates has made a feminist statement. 

 One of the main topics in this particular reading of Blonde is the protagonist 

Norma Jeane’s constant search and failure of finding an identity within the 

patriarchal value system; she cannot fit into any of the narrow stereotypes available 

for women. Norma Jeane is depicted as an intellectual person whom is reduced to a 

beautiful, dumb blonde by most of her men and by society in general. 

 Another main concern is to investigate how Oates depicts Monroe as a victim 

for patriarchal society. This essay thus shows how Oates depicts the phallocentric 

society during the first half of the nineteenth century using for example binary 

oppositions. Furthermore, this essay discusses how the death of Norma Jeane is 

depicted as caused by men. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
 
Marilyn Monroe was one of the most famous Hollywood actresses during her life 

time, and today, many years after her death, she is still an icon.  Almost everywhere 

we go, there are images of Marilyn Monroe. We see her on the walls of cafés, on 

television, in newspapers, in people imitating her style, and so on. She represents 

everything that is beautiful, sexy and glamorous. Just consider the classic 

photographs of her on the set of The Seven Year Itch: her white, sexy dress blown up, 

showing her underwear. That is actually how Marilyn Monroe most often is 

portrayed in media even to this day. 

 Of course, there are examples of pictures and texts, such as biographies, that 

try to deepen that image. As D.H. Wolfe points out: “Over a hundred and ten books 

have been published on the subject of Marilyn Monroe since her death” (Wolfe, 80). 

Wolf states this at the time of the publication of his biography The Assassination of 

Marilyn Monroe (1998), and surely this number must have increased since that. If we 

add this sum to everything published before her death, plus all other forms of 

commemoration and denigration, it is massive. 

 A rather new contribution to what has been written on Monroe’s life is the 

novel Blonde (2006) by the American author Joyce Carol Oates. As Blonde is a 

fictional story based on the life of Marilyn Monroe, it does not purport to present an 

accurate depiction of her life. Oates has simply borrowed Monroe’s destiny to write a 

novel. Furthermore, Oates has obviously not written about every episode of Marilyn 

Monroe’s life. For example, out of many foster homes that Marilyn Monroe lived in, 

Oates only mentions one, and it is fictive. She states in her author’s note to Blonde 

that she has picked out a few symbolic events.  
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This essay’s state of intent is to examine the representation of Marilyn Monroe in 

Blonde from a feministic point of view. Furthermore, the main focus is to show how 

Oates makes Monroe a victim of the patriarchal society. This will be done by 

uncovering the patriarchal value system embedded in the novel. 

 It should be pointed out that this essay will not concentrate on the real person 

Marilyn Monroe. The genre Oates has chosen is a fiction, and therefore the novel 

does not claim to be an accurate representation of Monroe’s life. To avoid getting 

stuck in a discussion about who Marilyn Monroe really was or what biographers 

claim she was like, biographical and bibliographical facts will be presented in the 

background chapter and thereafter left behind. 

 However, since this essay has a feminist approach it should be said that Oates 

herself is not an outspoken feminist. In fact, she is more of a liberal individualist 

since she emphasizes the importance of looking at the individual work of a writer. 

She claims that sociology, politics and biology are subordinate to her personal vision 

as a writer. “A feminist theme doesn’t make a sentimental, weak, cliché-ridden work 

valuable; a non-feminist theme doesn’t make a serious work valueless, even for 

women”. Oates does not want to be seen as a women writer, but as a writer who 

perhaps writes about women and women’s problems and perhaps does not. She 

stresses that the value of the work of the writer should be emphasized and not the sex 

of the writer (Oates quoted by Eagleton p. 122). 

 The essay starts with a theory and method chapter which presents the 

feministic literary theories that have been useful in this particular reading of Blonde. 

Thereafter, background information on Monroe is presented, as well as a 

bibliography on what has been written on Monroe before. After that, there is a 
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discussion, which isolates and analyses Blonde from a feministic point of view. The 

results are summed up in the conclusion.  
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2 METHOD 
 
One of the most well known feminists is Simone de Beauvoir. Although she was not 

primarily concerned with literature she has greatly influenced feminist literary 

theory. The basic thought in her theory is that there is a distinction between sex and 

gender. Sex is biological, and gender social. Thus, our gender as men or women is 

created socially and is not innate. As de Beauvoir puts it: “You are not born a 

woman, you become one” (Moi 6). 

 Moi is a contemporary feminist and literary theorist who builds on de 

Beauvoir. She states that sometime during history a hierarchic scale was 

implemented, and on that scale men were on top and women at the bottom. This was 

also reinforced by Christianity and the thought of God’s plan for mankind. There was 

no need to explain why women had less opportunities and rights. It was a part of a 

divine plan (Moi 10). 

 An example of this is when the British doctor Walter Heape in 1913 stated 

the two-sex theory saying that human beings can be divided into two biological 

sexes. According to this, men and women are the way they are because of biological 

determinism (Moi 11). This strengthened the vision of men and women as two 

different species. As a response to this, de Beauvoir stated that “the body is a 

situation” (Moi 59), by which she means that the individual body is not biologically 

determined but profoundly connected to every human being. She based this on the 

human body’s ambiguousness (Moi 70). For de Beauvoir, there are no special 

requirements that people with female bodies have to fulfil to be considered women. 

They do not have to be either stereotypical women or feminists to be called women 

(Moi 77). Therefore, Moi states that the question: ‘What is a woman?’ can never be 

answered in just one way (Moi 113).  
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 Moi also uses the theory “the patriarchal binary”. This theory states that there 

are a number of binary oppositions like activity/passivity, intellectual/sensual, 

mother/father, culture/nature, man/woman, and so on. These binary oppositions are 

heavily embedded in the patriarchal value system (Moi 102), and can all be applied 

as a help to analyze texts or society. It is important to remember that feminine binary 

is always considered the negative in patriarchal society (Moi 103). 

 Moreover, feminists state that femininity is marginal under patriarchy (Moi 

165). “To posit all women as necessarily feminine and all men as necessarily 

masculine is precisely the move that enables the patriarchal powers to define, not 

femininity, but all women as marginal to the symbolic order and to society” (Moi 

195). Because of the marginality of femininity, a woman can, from a phallocentric 

point of view, always be reduced to “the Whore”, or be seen as a purer kind of 

human being as the Mother of God – the figure of “the Madonna”. These stereotypes, 

however, have nothing to do with the truth of women, even if the patriarchal value 

system would like us to think so (Moi 166). Therefore, the bare concept of identity is 

also problematic when looked upon from a feministic point of view since these 

theories almost challenge the whole notion of identity. 

 Furthermore, you can never discuss feminism without including the word 

“power”. The oppression of, for example, women would not be possible without a 

diversity of powers.  
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3 BACKGROUND 
 
To more easily grasp the content of Blonde and to be able to leave bibliographical 

facts behind, this essay will begin with some background knowledge about the life of 

Marilyn Monroe. Thus, this chapter will run through some of the important occasions 

in Monroe’s life. It will also present a list of biographies written on Monroe which 

concern this paper. Finally, there will be a short presentation of Blonde’s author 

Joyce Carol Oates. 

 

3.1 Marilyn Monroe 
 
Marilyn Monroe was born 1 June, 1926 as Norma Jeane Mortenson, since her mother 

Gladys was married to a man named Mortensen at the time of Norma Jeane’s birth. 

However, he was not her father and later the child was baptised as Norma Jeane 

Baker. Baker was her grandparents’ name, and her mother’s maiden name (Summers 

6). 

 Marilyn Monroe’s mother Gladys was working as a cutter at RKO studios in 

Hollywood (Wolfe 141). She was too poor and too mentally ill to care for her child. 

In January 1935 she was declared incapacitated. Grace McKee, a friend of Gladys, 

took custody of Norma Jeane (Wolfe 147). However, Grace left Norma Jeane with 

her grandparents until their death, and then Norma Jeane spent most of her childhood 

in orphanages and foster homes (Wolfe 149). By 1937, Norma Jeane left the 

orphanage for the last time and moved to a new foster family, the Goddards. Grace 

Goddard was the aunt of Grace MacKee. (Wolfe 161). 

 Unfortunately Grace’s husband was transferred to another part of the country, 

and they could not afford to take Norma Jeane with them. Norma Jean did not want 
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to go back to the orphanage so at the age of 16 she married the 21 years old Jimmy 

Dougherty (Summers 13). After two years, in 1944, Jimmy Dougherty joined the 

army and was sent to the South Pacific (Summers 15). Norma Jeane then began to 

work at a radio station. Shortly afterwards, she was spotted by a photographer and 

started modelling. She posed on several magazine covers (Wolfe 221). Now, the 

marriage with Dougherty was over and 26 August, 1946 Norma Jeane signed her 

first contract with Twentieth Century Fox (Summers 35). However, her career was 

not very successful in the beginning. It was first after a total make-over, including 

dying her hair platinum blonde and changing her name to Marilyn Monroe, 

borrowing her grandmother’s maiden name, that things started to happen (Wolfe 

223). 

 In 1954, Marilyn Monroe married the famous baseball star Joe DiMaggio 

(Summers 127). On their honeymoon in Tokyo, Marilyn performed for the service 

men stationed in Korea (Summers 132). Only ten months after the wedding, the 

marriage was over (Wolfe 300). Some say that DiMaggio and Monroe remained 

friends their entire lives and it is rumoured that they were planning to re-wed by the 

time of Monroe’s death. It was Joe DiMaggio who arranged Monroe’s funeral, and 

he alone decided who were welcome and who were not. Many of Marilyn Monroe’s 

friends from Hollywood were therefore excluded from the funeral (Smith 233). 

 Even so, she was married once more before her death. Marilyn Monroe and 

playwright Arthur Miller were married 1956-1961. During their marriage Miller 

wrote the screenplay The Misfits which became the last movie Marilyn Monroe and 

co-star Clark Gable performed in (Wolfe 382). On August 5, 1962, Marilyn Monroe 

died in her home on fifth Helena Drive in Los Angeles (Wolfe 3). 
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In her life-time, Monroe performed in over 30 movies and left one, Something’s Got 

to Give, unfinished. Some of her more famous films are The Asphalt Djungle, All 

about Eve, Niagra, Gentlemen Prefer Blondes, The Seven Year Itch, The Prince and 

the Showgirl, Some Like it Hot and The Misfits. 

 

3.2 Biographies 
 
Surely, there is something intriguing about the life and death of Marilyn Monroe. 

She seems to personify the American dream as the poor little, unwanted girl who 

becomes a successful actress and one of the most famous women ever. Her story is 

one of misfortune, success and tragedy, and still she is considered one of the most 

glamorous and beautiful women ever. “Marilyn Monroe’s ability to inhabit our 

fantasies has gone on and on. She is still better known than most living movie stars… 

The surprise is that she has rarely been taken seriously enough to ask why that is so” 

(Steinem, 66). 

 Even so, many people are interested in Monroe, and many have written about 

her life. As already mentioned in the introduction, one of these biographers is Wolfe. 

His book is called The Assassination of Marilyn Monroe (1998), and as the title 

implies, he believes that Monroe did not commit suicide.  Other books supporting the 

murder-theory are: The Strange Death of Marilyn Monroe (1964) by Frank Capell, 

The Life and Curious Death of Marilyn Monroe (1974) by Robert Slatzer and Donald 

Spoto’s Marilyn Monroe: The Biography from 1993. Most of these books claim that 

Monroe was murdered by the Kennedys. One argues, however, that it was Marilyn 

Monroe’s psychiatrist Dr. Greenson that killed her. In 2003, a book that points in 

another direction was published. Victim, the Secret Tapes of Marilyn Monroe 

publishes what the author Matthew Smith claims is the authentic transcripts of tapes 
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Monroe produced for her psychiatrist Dr. Greenson to listen to as a supplement to 

traditional treatment. According to Smith, Monroe was killed by the CIA to discredit 

Robert and John F Kennedy, a conclusion he draws from the supposed transcripts 

(Smith 227). 

 Furthermore, Oates (2006) mentions some biographies she has found 

informative, and which she recommends if one is interested in biographical facts on 

Monroe’s life. Legend: The Life and Death of Marilyn Monroe by Fred Guiles 

(1985), Godess: The Secret Lives of Marilyn Monroe by Anthony Summers (1986) 

and Marilyn Monroe: A Life of the Actress by Carl E. Rollyson, Jr. (1986) are 

biographies Oates (2006) mentions as being serious ones. As more subjective books 

on the matter she recommends Marilyn Monroe by Graham McCann (1987) and the 

classic Marilyn by Norman Mailer.  
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4 DISCUSSION 
 
The following chapter will discuss Blonde from a feministic point of view. The essay 

will thus try to expose the patriarchal structures that are intertwined with the destiny 

of the protagonist Norma Jeane. 

 First there will be an attempt to clarify the confusion around the names 

Marilyn Monroe and Norma Jeane. Then the essay will discuss how and why the 

protagonist fails to find her own identity in a society imbued by a patriarchal value 

system. Furthermore, the essay will show how Oates makes her protagonist, both in 

life and by death, a victim of the patriarchal society.  

 

 

4.1 Norma Jeane and Marilyn Monroe 
 
“It is not uncommon for writers to draw the conclusion that Marilyn was two 

different persons. She was Norma Jean – or Norma Jeane as she came to style herself 

– for a large part of the time. For the rest of the time she became this other person, 

Marilyn Monroe, specially created for the movie world and her countless admirers” 

(Smith 241). 

 Blonde is a book that has borrowed the life of Marilyn Monroe, but the 

protagonist in Blonde is definitely Norma Jeane.  The novel is mostly written in third 

person, except for some parts that are supposed to be extracts from a diary (of course 

fictive). Oates uses the name Norma Jeane for her protagonist throughout the book, 

but when it comes to Norma Jeane’s professional life, Oates usually calls Norma 

Jeane “The blonde actress”, “Marilyn” or “Marilyn Monroe” within quotation marks, 

as she is another person than Norma Jeane. This essay will, therefore, primarily use 

the name Norma Jeane when referring to the protagonist of Blonde.  
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4.2 Identity 
 

The idea that the real Marilyn Monroe had problems with finding a true identity is 

very common. It is often said that she was a mix of Norma Jeane, the girl next door, 

and Marilyn Monroe, the Hollywood superstar. Of course, Oates uses this very 

famous notion in her novel. The protagonist Norma Jeane is, therefore, constantly 

searching for an identity. Firstly, she does not know who she is. When she visits the 

mental hospital where her mother is staying, her mother does not recognize her and 

asks her who she is. “Norma Jeane hid her striken face. She had no idea” (Oates 

201). Secondly, Norma Jeane always tries to fit in and to figure out how to behave 

and how to be accepted, because frankly she has no idea. “There is always a script. 

But not always known to you” (Oates 319).  

 What makes everything more problematic for her is that she always has to 

play multiple roles, one as the role in the film and one as Marilyn Monroe. “She was 

“Marilyn” – no she was “Angela” – she was Norma Jeane playing “Marilyn” playing 

“Angela” – like a Russian doll in which smaller dolls are contained by the largest 

doll” (Oates 257).  In this quote “Marilyn” represents the stereotype of “the Whore” 

and Angela the stereotype of “the Madonna”. This confused situation makes Norma 

Jeane doubt every part of her identity: “she had her own career if not an identity. 

Unless to be ‘Marilyn Monroe’ was the entire career” (Oates 456). 

 “Marilyn” is a doll, not a real person. “Marilyn” does not exist. “’Marilyn’ 

doesn’t have to understand or think. Jesus, no. She has only to be. She’s a knockout 

and she’s got talent and nobody wants tortured metaphysical crap out of that luscious 

mouth. Trust me on this sweetheart” (Oates 262). On one occasion when Norma 
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Jeane prepares in five hours for a party, she thinks that it is just like preparing a 

cadaver. “she contemplated her flushed face in the mirror, not head-on but side-long, 

dreading to see Norma Jeane’s plain yearning face inside the beautiful cosmetic face 

of ‘Marilyn Monroe’. Inside the carefully made-up eyes of ‘Marilyn Monroe’, the 

staring hungry eyes of Norma Jeane” (Oates 248). 

 From a feministic point of view this confused notion of identity could be 

explained with Norma Jeane’s struggle to fit in, and her failure to find an identity 

within the stereotypes that women during this time in history were forced to fit in to 

(Moi 166). Norma Jeane does not fit into the role of “the Madonna”, she is not even 

a mother, and she is not a successful wife in any of her marriages. “Once you have a 

baby you’re a woman forever. That makes you one of them, they can’t deny you” 

(Oates 350). Oates also writes a great deal on the concept of the domestic woman 

during this time period. Women were supposed to care for the home and children and 

the fact that Norma Jean did not have children made her less of a woman. “She 

understood that a woman’s work inside the home is not work but sacred privilege 

and duty” (Oates 153).  

 Furthermore, she is not comfortable playing “Marilyn” either. “’Marilyn 

Monroe’ is this foam-rubber sex doll I’m supposed to be, they want to use her until 

she wears out; then they’ll toss her in the trash” (Oates 445). Norma Jeane can not fit 

into the role of the “the Whore” either. “I was not a tramp or a slut. Yet there was the 

wish to perceive me as one” (Oates 225). Of course, no woman would feel 

comfortable with being identified with the stereotype of the whore, but for Norma 

Jeane this is extra hard on her because of her very strict religious upbringing. In 

addition, as Moi points out, these stereotypes have really nothing to do with the true 

meaning of being a woman or a human being. This, of course, makes it impossible 
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for Norma Jeane to find an identity within the patriarchal value system that imbues 

the society she lives in.  

 

4.3 The intellectual Norma Jeane 
 
Considering what previously has been discussed in this essay, the struggle for 

identity in the patriarchal society, it is interesting that Oates actually depicts the real 

Norma Jeane as a rather intellectual person, nothing like the glamorous, superficial 

image of “the blonde actress”. “Her problem wasn’t that she was a dumb blonde, it 

was that she wasn’t blonde and she wasn’t dumb” (Oates 232). Norma Jeane is a 

talented, smart girl, interested in literature and theatre. However, that interest is 

mostly suppressed by the men she meets. Her first husband, Bucky, gets really 

annoyed by her interest in more profound issues.  “Why wasn’t it enough for her to 

be pretty and straightforward like other good-looking girls; why did she try to be 

‘deep’ too?” (Oates 149). Bucky wants her to be just a simple girl, and her second 

husband, “the famous baseball star’, wants her to be a good housewife. He thinks of 

Hollywood as a bunch of jackals that exploits and uses his wife. “’They all want to 

exploit you he says’ I just want to love you’” (Oates 445). However, this makes 

Norma Jeane confused. “No man had the right to marry her and wish to change her! 

As if to claim I love you was to claim I have the right to change you “(Oates 456). 

She wants the freedom to be her own person, but on the other hand she has no idea of 

who to be. 

 The only man who thinks of her as a whole person, not trying to reduce her, 

is her third husband “the Playwright”. “What was the Playwright’s secret? He 

reasoned with the Blond Actress as no other man had” (Oates 559). He is an 

intellectual and a worthy partner for the intellectual woman that Oates depicts. 
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“sometimes trying to talk to him about ‘Marx-ism’ (she’d been reading the Daily 

Worker he’d given her) and ‘the meaning of life’ (she’d been trying to read 

Schopenhauer and other ‘great philosophers’)” (Oates 201). 

 Even if Norma Jeane is an intellectual person, she is often perceived by 

others as a non-intellectual person. “In Hollywood it was an open joke Marilyn 

Monroe thought she was an intellectual, never graduated from high school even and 

mispronounced every other word she spoke” (Oates 464). 

 

She’d pretended to be reading a book before class started. Once it was 

Mourning Becomes Electra by Eugene O’Neill. Another time it was 

Chekhov’s The Three Sisters. Shakespeare, Schopenhauer. It was easy to 

laugh at her. The way she’d sit at the edge of the semi-circle and open her 

notebook and begin taking notes like a schoolgirl (Oates 204). 

‘ 

 

4.4 Patriarchal Binary Oppositions 
 
“Boldly he grips her by the nape of her neck to steady her. To claim her. To posses 

her… Yet another time, she sighs and lifts her perfect face to the dark prince” (Oates 

12). Frequently throughout the novel Oates plays with different stereotypical features 

of men and women. Oates uses binary oppositions (Moi 103) such as men/women, 

activity/passivity, culture/nature dominance/submission and so on, in the book to 

describe the relationship between men and women. 

 Oates uses the binary oppositions active/passive frequently. Men are active, 

women passive. “Norma Jeane could understand: men had to have rewards for being 

men, for risking their lives as men, and these rewards were women. Women at home, 
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waiting for their men” (Oates 170). Men are also the saviours of women. Men “help” 

women out of different problematic situations. For example, if a woman is ill, a man 

saves her. “When a man wants you, you’re safe” (Oates 153). If a woman needs 

money, a man provides it, and men of course are the natural providers. Two out of 

three of Norma Jeane’s husbands do not want her to work. “No wife of mine. ever!” 

(Oates 153). When Norma Jeane is cheated of her rightful pay for the films she 

participates in, her husband solves the situation. Of course, this leads to women 

being dependent on men and thus to suppression of women. 

 Actually, the binary oppositions freedom and oppression are also used by 

Oates when she describes how Norma Jeane feels when she has got her first job. 

“She was free! She was alone! For the first time in her life truly alone. Not an 

orphan. Not a foster child. Not a daughter, or a daughter-in-law, or a wife. It was a 

luxury to her. It felt like theft. She was a working girl now” (Oates 180), which also 

has connotations of prostitution. Oates frequently flirts with different pornographic 

phenomenon in Blonde.  

 In Blonde, however, men rule society, men work, have possessions and drive 

cars, and so on. Women depend on men for money, love and identity. These binary 

oppositions are, according to Moi, heavily embedded in the patriarchal value system 

(Moi 102). 

 

4.5 The Diversity of Powers 
 
In patriarchal society, the men of course have the power: “These words of strangers 

possessing the power to determine her life” (Oates 349). When Norma Jeane’s 

transformation into Marilyn begins it is initiated by her agent. He and another man 

start trying out new names for Norma Jeane without her even being there. They 
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claim that there is no glamour to the name Norma Jeane and are looking for an 

“MMMM” sound. “I was pleading saying my grandmother’s name was “Monroe”    

& Mr X snapped his fingers as if he’d only just thought of it himself      & Mr Shinn 

& he pronounced in a unison as in a movie Mari-lyn Mon-roe” (Oates 217). The fact 

that Oates forces Norma Jeane even to negotiate her own name is yet another 

reminder of who has the power in the society in Blonde. 

 As Moi points out, you can never discuss feminism without including the 

word ‘power’ (Moi 163). Furthermore, the oppression of women could not be 

possible without a diversity of powers. In Blonde, the inequality between the sexes 

permeates the whole novel, and it is implied that the disparity between the sexes is 

nothing new. It has always been there. Gladys, Norma Jeane’s mother, is as 

oppressed by men as Norma Jeane. “Gladys had lots of friends. Men friends. Who 

complicated her emotional life. ‘If fellows would let me alone, ‘Gladys’ would be 

fine.’ But they didn’t, so Gladys had to medicate herself regularly. Prescription drugs 

or maybe drugs provided by the fellows” (Oates 17). Even Norma Jeane’s and her 

mother’s relationship depends on Gladys’ male friends. “On Sundays when Gladys 

had money to buy gas or a man to provide it, she drove with Norma Jeane to see the 

homes of the “stars”’ (Oates 55).  

 The relationship between men and women in Blonde are that men literally 

own the women. “Daddy’s gonna do what Daddy wants to do with his Baby-Doll 

‘cause Baby-Doll belongs to him. And this belongs to Daddy, and this – and this’” 

(Oates 148). Thus, Oates portrays a society in which there seems to be so little self-

worth in being a woman. Therefore, the men also have the opportunity and the right 

to exploit women. For Norma Jeane this also means that she does not get paid 

properly for her work (Oates 414). This does not change until a man, Norma Jeane’s 
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husband, the famous baseball star, intervenes. Furthermore, since the men are the 

only creatures that count, as a woman you have only to marry a man, belong to a 

man, and then you have value as the possession of a man. 

 In the case of Norma Jeane, as portrayed in Blonde, this is a double curse 

since she is unwanted from the start by her father. While being in the orphanage she 

thinks: “If I was pretty enough, my father would come and take me away” (Oates 71). 

Her father never comes forward, so the only option for Norma Jeane is marriage. “To 

be the object of male desire is to know I exist!... Though your father didn’t want you, 

you are wanted… when a man wants you, you are safe” (Oates 153). Norma Jeane 

thinks she is even safe from mental illness just by marrying a man. “Strange to think 

that, at sixteen, Norma Jeane had succeeded in where Gladys had failed. To find a 

good, loving husband, to be married, a Mrs. That was what had made Gladys sick, 

Norma Jeane knew” (Oates 145).  

 In Blonde, there is an interconnection with the abandonment by the parents 

and wanting their love, the supremacy of men and wanting their love and the dream 

of becoming something bigger than yourself and wanting the love of the people. 

Norma Jeane does not feel that she has value as a person if she is not loved. She has 

very low self-esteem, and cannot find inner peace since she does not feel loved. This 

creates a very root-less existence, which is partly manifested though her many 

relationships and sexual relations. However, Norma Jeane’s strife to become a 

respected actress is also a symptom of her loveless life. She constantly feels like she 

has to change and improve to deserve to be loved. “If I was pretty enough, my father 

would come and take me away had to do somehow with the neon-flashing RKO sign 

miles away in Hollywood… a beacon out of the night… A promise – but of what?” 
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(Oates 73). When Norma Jeane’s transformation into Marilyn Monroe has begun, 

she remembers the RKO sign and her dreams she had as a little child. 

 

4.6 Femininity is Marginal under Patriarchy 
 
 
Moi claims that “femininity is marginal under patriarchy” (Moi 165), which is 

obvious when looking at the content of Blonde. When shooting the famous pictures, 

which later end up on the cover of the first edition of Playboy, Oates chooses to 

make Norma Jeane plead to the photographer “Don’t make me into a joke, Otto. I 

beg you” (Oates 230). Of which he answers “You’re already a joke! The female 

body is a joke” (Oates 230). The statement “femininity is marginal under patriarchy” 

could hardly be shown more clearly. Furthermore, this also shows how biological 

determinism is embedded in society, and because of this attitude Norma Jeane can 

never even get a chance to change anything, since it is claimed that her body, the 

female body, is a joke. This is also visible in a chapter called “The Curse” where 

Oates writes that menstruation is a curse for Norma Jeane, and women. “A curse in 

the blood Fleece was always saying with a smirk you can’t escape” (Oates 87). 

 According to Moi, it is necessary for the survival of patriarchal society to 

always depict women as feminine and men as masculine and the relationship 

between them as one of unequal power. “You couldn’t have women-men. Women-

men were freaks. Women-men were obscene. Women-men were lesbians, ‘lezzies’” 

(Oates 170). Women who are not traditionally feminine are perceived as a threat to 

society and to men. Therefore, women who step out of the traditional boxes also 

deserve to be punished. “There was something about these sick, sorry freaks that 
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made a normal healthy man want to lay hands on them and administer punishment” 

(Oates 170). 

 According to Moi, it is also necessary for the survival of patriarchal society 

that women are portrayed as feminine creatures and that they believe that this is the 

only way they can be loved. Indeed, Norma Jeane in Blonde wants to be loved, if not 

by her father then by men, if not by men then by the people, even at the cost of being 

perceived as a slut. However, the fact that Norma Jeane is just a piece of meat in the 

eyes of men is problematic for her desire to be loved. Surely, the men adore 

“Marilyn Monroe”, but idolizing seldom means truly loving someone. Women, on 

the other hand, feel threatened by her. This is brilliantly depicted in the case of the 

foster home Norma Jeane lives in. Norma Jeane’s fictive foster mother Elsie Pirig 

notices that her husband is looking at their foster child in a sexual way, and even 

though she loves the child deeply she arranges so that Norma Jeane can marry and 

thereby leave their household. The women always abandon her, and the men use her. 

 Norma Jeane wants to be loved to such an extent that she would transform 

herself beyond recognition to reach that goal. Even pain was no obstacle to reach 

perfection. “Pink plastic curlers covering my head          36 of them!      a torture to 

position my head on a pillow        my scalp aches & burns” (Oates 207). 

During the 1950s women started to want to be like their idols and one way that made 

this possible was to transform yourself into someone glamourous by participating in 

consumer culture (Stacey 90). Beauty was (and perhaps still is) seen as the only 

alternative for women. “to be less than beautiful is sad, but to be wilfully less than 

beautiful is immoral (Oates 91). 

 An interesting phenomenon is therefore all Marilyn Monroe impersonators 

that exist all over the world. “The cinema can thus be seen to function as the space 
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for potential identities” (Stacey 236). Hollywood was and still is all about surface, 

looking your best, playing on your sexuality and being as feminine or masculine as 

possible. It is also an arena where the feminine and masculine have very strong 

positions, and therefore it is a symbol of patriarchal society. Moreover, it stands in 

opposition to de Beauvoir famous statement: “You are not born a woman, you 

become one”.  

 Stacey claims that people’s views of different kinds of femininity change 

with time. It has changed with, for example, women’s increasing power in society or 

with the re-evaluation of female sexuality. When it comes to Monroe, it would 

probably be accurate to say that what was provocative about Monroe in the 50s is not 

as shocking today. Oates is making a contribution here, trying to show us how 

Monroe was perceived in American society during the 1950’s and 1960’s. She is 

forcing us to remember how narrow-minded and phallocentric the world was.  

 

4.7 Victimizing Norma Jeane 
 

As was stated previously, because of the patriarchal world order and the disparity of 

powers, that men can use women. Oates truly makes an unmistakable statement here. 

She victimizes her protagonist throughout the whole novel, sometimes to a very 

disturbing extent. She spends one entire chapter, called “Can’t get enough of polish 

sausage”, listing all men that “Marilyn Monroe a.k.a Norma Jeane” has had sex with. 

 Almost all men in Blonde use Norma Jeane. Her first husband, Bucky Glazer, 

photographs Norma Jeane in different rig-outs, forcing her to have sex even after she 

protests, calling her “You sad, sick cow” (Oates 174), whereas Norma Jeane runs 
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into the kitchen and starts stabbing herself with a kitchen knife. There is a lot of 

violence in Blonde.  

 Furthermore, it is not only the adult Norma Jeane in Blonde that is submitted 

to abuse, and the fact is that Marilyn Monroe herself has testified to being an abused 

child. Many of Monroe’s biographers have chosen to depict this, and Oates hints at 

the child abuse at several times in the novel. Even if it is a known fact that Monroe 

was abused as a child, the incidents depicted by Oates are fictive. Oates chooses to 

tell the story from the adult Norma Jeane’s perspective. Memories of early childhood 

abuse come back to Norma Jeane when she, as an adult, is being abused as well. She 

is raped by a man of high status at the studio where she is working. Later, when she 

walks past this man, she hears voices in her head: “Like a silk purse down there      

no hairs     The infant Norma Jeane wrapped in a pink woollen blanket & passed 

around among strangers” (Oates 214). Another example is Norma Jeane thinking 

about the male genitalia and getting a weak memory of having seen a grown man’s 

penis as a child. There are also incidents with her piano teacher, Mr. Pearce, who 

Norma Jeane as a child perceives to be Gladys’ boyfriend. Of course, the child abuse 

makes a lasting impression on Norma Jeane. 

 Oates writes about a life of violence, abuse and oppression. Norma Jeane is 

also oppressed by drugs and alcohol during different periods throughout the novel. 

The young Norma Jeane, however, refuses to take aspirin against her migraine and 

menstrual pain because of her mother’s drug abuse. It is not until she starts working 

as a model that she begins taking aspirin prescribed by the Agency’s physician. In 

both Gladys’ and Norma Jeane’s case, the drugs are inflicted upon the women by 

men. 
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4.8 The death 
 
This part of the essay will discuss the depiction of Norma Jeane’s death in Blonde. 

There are two reasons for that. Firstly, the death of Marilyn Monroe, and the 

circumstances around it, are essential elements of the image of Marilyn Monroe. You 

cannot possibly discuss or write about Monroe without addressing her death. 

Secondly, Oates chooses to portray the death of her protagonist as one of male 

features, which makes it applicable to this feministic reading of Blonde. 

 The death of Marilyn Monroe not only made her fame more enduring and 

interesting, it also changed the way the world remembers her. “For example, 

audiences may have remembered stars differently depending on whether the stars 

were still alive, and if not, how they had died (such as Marilyn Monroe)…” (Stacey 

70). The fact that Monroe died so young combined with the mysterious 

circumstances around her death make for crucial factors when it comes to this long-

lasting celebrity. 

 

Marilyn Monroe was – and still is – the supernova of American post-war 

celebrities against which all others are measured. That the culture still needs 

her and sanctifies her, transforming images of her into international icons is 

itself significant and has added a weirdly fascinating postscript to her life. In 

fact, the story of Marilyn after death is in many ways more peculiar than the 

story of Marilyn alive (Woodward) 

 

The image of Monroe triggers our imagination in several ways, one of which has to 

do with her pre-mature death. In fact, most books on Monroe start with their version 

or thoughts about her death; they do not start with her birth. 
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“Goodbye Norma Jeane, though I never knew you at all. You had the grace to hold 

yourself, when those around you crawled”. These are the opening words of the 

famous song Candle in the Wind, with lyrics written by Bernie Taupin and music and 

performance by Elton John. It is not coincidental that the lyrics start with a goodbye 

and continues to draw on the relation of Monroe’s death and the creation of the 

legend Marilyn Monroe. “Your candle burned out long before your legend ever did” 

(Candle in the Wind, Bernie Taupin). One could argue that the mythological Monroe 

has been strengthened by her death and the mystery around it. Definitely, her death is 

significant in the long-lasting fascination surrounding her person. “One simple 

reason for her life story’s endurance is the premature end of it” (Steinem, 66). 

Therefore, it is appropriate that Blonde has a prologue that deals with Monroe´s 

death. 

 The prologue is dated 3 August 1962, the day of Monroe’s death, and named 

“Special Delivery”. It is written with a beautiful, poetic language intermixed with 

fragments of Monroe’s thoughts printed in italics. 

 

There came Death hurtling along the Boulevard in waning sepia light. There 

came Death flying as in a children’s cartoon on a heavy unadorned 

messenger’s bike. There came death unerring. Death not to be dissuaded. 

Death-in-a-hurry. Death furiously pedalling. Death carrying a package 

marked *SPECIAL DELIVERY HANDLE WITH CARE (Oates, 4). 

 

In the novel, death comes from outside. Death came flying over southern California, 

strolling down the streets of Los Angeles, further on the street where Monroe lived, 

ringing the door bell at Monroe’s house on 12305 Fifth Helena Drive. It is striking 
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that death, in Oates’ version, has obvious male features. “Death wiping his sweaty 

forehead with his baseball cap”. Death also seems to be conspiratorial. 

 The last two chapters deal with the two motifs intertwined in the prologue. 

There is the very concrete event of a delivery being made to Monroe’s address, 

which the second to the last chapter “Special Delivery 3 August 1962” deals with. 

The last chapter “We are all gone into the world of light”, however, is concerned 

with the details of the death of Norma Jeane. The end of the novel concentrates to a 

great extent on Monroe’s relationship with the President. Oates repeatedly refers to 

Norma Jeane as “the President’s whore”, and in the last chapter it is mentioned that 

she was more or less forced to abort the President’s child. Of course, these events are 

not to be taken as facts, but the implication of Oates’ choosing to include Monroe’s 

supposed relationship with John F. Kennedy is that it cannot be overlooked in the 

role that it played in the destiny of Marilyn Monroe. This becomes especially 

important when considering how everyone tried to use Monroe for their own 

purposes, even the President of the United States. 
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5 CONCLUSION 
 
This essay has discussed the novel Blonde (2006) written by Joyce Carol Oates, from 

a feministic point of view. Blonde is a novel that is built on the life of Norma Jeane 

Baker, also known as Marilyn Monroe. First, a discussion about which name to be 

used within this novel was carried through. Furthermore, this essay has argued that 

the protagonist, Norma Jeane, is constantly searching for an identity since she cannot 

seem to fit into any of the womanly stereotypes that patriarchal society offers. She is 

not a mother and not a successful wife so she does not fit into the stereotype “the 

Madonna”, but she of course does not feel comfortable with the role of “the Whore” 

either. She has therefore serious problems with creating a profound identity for 

herself. However, Norma Jeane is actually depicted as an intellectual person. She 

reads Dostoyevsky and Schopenhauer, which by the other characters in Blonde sadly 

enough often is ridiculed. Norma Jeane is thus reduced to a beautiful, dumb blonde 

by the patriarchal society which permeates this novel. 

 As the main concern for this essay was to show how Oates depicts Monroe as 

a victim of patriarchal society. The book has been analyzed with the help of feminist 

theory. This essay has shown how Oates depicts the phallocentric society during the 

first half of the nineteenth century, using for example the binary oppositions 

men/women, active/passive, dominance/submission. Thus, men are active and 

women passive, men dominant and women submissive. This, of course, results in an 

unequal society. This paper therefore presents examples of the division of powers 

between the sexes. Norma Jeane has to negotiate her own artist name Marilyn 

Monroe, because she did not have the power to decide for herself. Patriarchal society 

allows, with support from biological determinism, the men to have all the power and 

therefore it becomes natural for men to suppress women. 
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 Furthermore, the theory “femininity is marginal under patriarchy” has been 

applied in the analysis of this novel. For patriarchal society to survive it is necessary 

for women to be perceived as feminine. Women who step out of this “natural” order 

are perceived as freaks and deserve to be punished. Moreover, the essay has also 

shown how Oates victimizes her character Norma Jeane to make a feminist 

statement. Norma Jeane is both sexually, physically and psychologically abused by 

men throughout the novel. Even Norma Jeane’s death is depicted as caused by men. 

 This essay therefore claims to have shown how Oates depicts Norma Jeane as 

a victim of patriarchal society, and that there is a feminist theme embedded in the 

novel. 
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