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PREFACE 

In an unpublished doctoral dissertation (University of 

Illinois, 1974) on the work of Eudora Welty and Carson McCullers, 

Nancy Armes defines the term "Feeder" as a character "within a 

narrative who provides or has the skills to provide others with a 

sense of well being" with respect to bodily and social nourishment. 

As suggested by Armes, such a reflection is an accurate index of the 

actual role played by such persons in family life in the deep South. 

The same phenomenon may be observed as well in the fiction of 

William Faulkner and Flannery O'Connor, who, as will be shown, capture 

with equal accuracy the data of Southern communal patterns and values. 

The fictional time covered by Faulkner and O'Connor is that 

roughly of the period of the Civil War through the middle decade of 

the twentieth century, a period marked by fundamental changes in the 

structure of Southern community life. As necessary background to an 

understanding of the Feeder motif as it appears in the fiction of 

Faulkner and O'Connor, five chapters will be devoted to a detailed 

survey, based on formal sociological studies, first of the traditional 

feeding patterns as they existed in the ante-bellum South, and, second. 

Nancy Armes, "The Feeder: A Study of the Fiction of Eudora 
Welty and Carson McCullers" (Ph.D. dissertation. University of Illinois, 
1974), p. 1. 



of subsequent changes in Southern food serving effected by the impact 

on Southern life of the Industrial Revolution: including in the latter 

aspect such patterns as (1) those associated with the "fixed" or 

primary family Feeder as traditionally understood, wife or mother, 

et cetera, and any associated helpers or substitutes; and (2) those 

reflected in the rise of various forms of commercial feeding institu

tions beginning with the country store and concluding with the 

developing fast-food franchise chains of a later date. 

The remainder of the dissertation will present a full scale 

examination of the Feeder as portrayed in the fiction of Faulkner 

and O'Connor, a portrayal that begins with the Feeder who represents, 

in the purest sense, those qualities of love and devotion for her 

family that cause her to adhere insofar as possible to the tradi

tional patterns of feeding, despite the disruption and violence of 

war, an adherence that results in the psychic wholeness of the family's 

offspring and the maintenance of family harmony. The examination con

cludes with the modern Feeder whose devotion to her family and its 

feeding rituals has been so corrupted by the impulses of a technologi

cal age—commercialism, materialism, secularism—that she fails to 

provide the degree of social nourishment necessary to insure the 

well being of her family, a failure that is registered in the dis

integration of her offspring and of the family unit itself. Between 

the two extremes are to be found a number of surrogate Feeders of 

both sexes, whose general regard for life elicits from them certain 

feeding practices in lieu of those of a traditional Feeder. A number 

vi 



of these surrogate Feeders are so successful in their practice of 

feeding rites that they retard the dissolution of the family whom 

they serve while assuaging the physical hunger of its members. Others 

of this group, however, who are either less committed to the feeding 

tasks or less devoted to those whom they feed, seek assistance from 

commercial feeding institutions or withhold a portion of their 

fellowship in the feeding procedures, both occasions contributing to 

a predictable result: the destruction of the individual's social well 

being and, in instances in which the family figures, the dissolution 

of the family. The examination as just described suggests that the 

integration or disintegration of the family, the fundamental institu

tion of society, is related to the kind of Feeder who responds to its 

needs with regard to bodily and social well being. Furthermore, as 

the technological age advances, the number of rootless, wandering 

individuals increases, all of them requiring the assuagement of their 

physical and social hunger at the hands of surrogate Feeders, most of 

them being of the hired variety, the institutional feeding establish

ments, who are dehumanized and thus lacking in the ability to provide 

a sense of well being along with the food they offer. 

The works of Faulkner and O'Connor under consideration in 

the following discussion are The Unvanquished, Sartoris, The Sound and 

the Fury, and Light in August by Faulkner; and The Violent Bear It 

Away and four short stories—"A View of the Woods," "Greenleaf," 

"The Life You Save May Be Your Own," "Good Country People"—by 

O'Connor. 

Vll 



CHAPTER I 

THE TRADITIONAL ROLE OF THE FEEDER 

IN THE ANTE-BELLUM SOUTH 

The chief sociological distinction of the ante-bellum South 

lay in its agrarian character and its dependence upon the abundant 

natural resources for its subsistence, it being in essence a folk 

culture. In contrast, the pre-Civil War North was committed to a 

2 
state civilization, geared to civil organization and technology. 

As a folk culture, the South derived its peculiar social character 

3 

from its fundamentally archetypal relationships and occupations; 

in turn, its institutions were those discovered to be inherent v/ithin 

its natural order, chiefly familial in nature, and closely knit. 

Thus, both the family and the home were firmly attached to the land, 

the farm and farmhouse combining as a social and economic unit, each 

dependent upon nature and providence for fertility and growth. The 

family, recognizing its physical and spiritual bonds with earth and 

man, created a moral order closely geared to living sources, which 

2 
Howard W. Odum, "On Southern Literature and Southern Cul

ture," in Southern Renascence: The Literature of the Modern South, 
ed. Louis D. Rubin, Jr., and Robert D. Jacobs (Baltimore: The 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1953), p. 93. 

^Ibid. 



4 
were not always predictable nor always within human control. Thus, 

because the various elements of the Southern culture were so inter

related, survival and prosperity at all levels were linked to ideals 

of work, neighborly help, individual freedom, and religious faith. 

The richness and variety of Southern resources—abundant 

sunshine and rain, fertile soil, plentiful game, hardy vegetation— 

afforded a comfortable living for those who were willing to work. 

Although modern criticism of the ante-bellum South tends to stress 

only the "peculiar institution" of slavery as an economic system 

which not only exploited human labor and dignity but, it is said, 

also retarded the development of regional industry and economic 

prosperity and perpetuated a general poverty and ignorance in the 

South, the ante-bellum "aristocracy" (the planter class with exten

sive land and slave ownership) possessed numerous desirable qualities 

as a consequence of its folk culture: good breeding, quiet living, 

family honor, public responsibility, self-respect, contempt for 

lying and cowardice. As a whole. Southern culture was a hierarchy 

represented at the top by a planter class, which was expected to 

produce gentlemen in the framework of a Greek democracy. Immediately 

4 
James McBride Dabbs, "The Land," in The Lasting South, 

ed. Louis D. Rubin, Jr., and James J. Kilpatrick (Chicago: Henry 
Regnery Co., 1957), pp. 82, 79. 

Howard W. Odum, The Way of the South: Toward the Regional 
Balance of America (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1947), p. 21. 

Charles W. Ramsdell, "The Southern Heritage," in Culture 
in the South, ed. W. Terry Couch (Chapel Hill: University of 
North Carolina Press, 1934), p. 15. 



beneath the planter, but separated by a sharp line of distinction, 

were the middle class, composed of industrious farm folk and mer

chants, tradesmen, professional people, artisans, mechanics. 

Finally, there were a lower class consisting of "poor whites," who 

eked our a meager existence from nature, and who were considered to 

be indigent, shiftless, and in general inferior; and Negro slaves, 

who eventually accounted for one-third of the population. The 

middle and poor white classes tolerated the system as established 

because they were nurtured in the concept of the work ethic and 

hence approved of work and believed that personal industry could pro

duce the means to rise from one class to another. The "poor whites" 

were symbolic of that which ought not to be, basically on the philo

sophy that he who would not work did not deserve to eat and that it 

was bad form to do that which a Negro was trained to do. In the 

system just described ownership of any number of slaves—even one— 

g 
was proof of integrity. The Negro himself was considered to be 

sub-human and therefore devoid of any political or social rights. 

The common bond—agriculture and slavery—just described 

9 
produced in the ante-bellum South a sense of brotherhood in which 

the union of whites and blacks farming together compelled individuals 

Odum, The Way of the South, pp. 33-37. See also A. N. J. 
Den Hollander, "The Tradition of 'Poor Whites,'" in Culture in the 
South, p. 404. 

o 
Odum, The Way of the South, p. 82. 

9 
B. A. Botkin, ed., A Treasury of Southern Folklore: Stories, 

Ballads, Traditions, and Folkways of the People of the South (New 
York: Crown Publishers, 1949), p. 2. 



by a forced association to be significant, interesting, and three-

dimensional. Other common social features associated with the 

Southern system and which helped to assert the significance of the 

individual were the fact of a strongly felt code of public honor 

(by which men within the same class settled their differences in 

violent confrontations, such as duelling, eye-gouging, fisticuffs, 

11 12 
or unregulated knife and gun play ); a practical noblesse 

13 
oblige; a sense of personal and family honor (an obligation to 

14 
assist any kith or kin, regardless of the merit of the relative); 

the idealization of white womanhood (a mixture of "Tennysonian 

15 
courtly love, Scott's chivalry, Puritanism, and white superiority" ); 

and a generous hospitality that was extended to friends and strangers 

alike. 

Within each class of the economic hierarchy of the ante

bellum South was one individual whose responsibilities were natural 

Dabbs, p. 78. 

W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Random House, 
Vintage Books, 1941), p. 73. 

12 
Monroe Lee Billington. The American South: A Brief History 

(New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1971), p. 74. 
13 
Willard Thorp, ed., A Southern Reader (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, 1955), p. 243. 

14 
Josephine Pinckney, "Bulwarks Against Change," in Culture 

in the South, p. 46. 

Elizabeth M. Kerr, "William Faulkner and the Southern 
Concept of Woman," Mississippi Quarterly, 15 (Winter 1961-62), 4. 

1 C. 

Billington, p. 75. 



outgrowths of its folk culture, strongly implicit in the institu

tional power of the family and a necessary element in the sustenance 

of communal life: the "Feeder," one duty of whom was to provide the 

physical nourishment of the members of her household. In addition, 

in this position she transmitted along with the food what was tanta

mount to a form of social nourishment. The effect of the latter was 

a mutual sensibility of contentment and well being and psychological 

harmony. The popular conception of ante-bellum "Southern hospi

tality" grew largely from an appreciation of the sensibilities and 

skills of the Feeder; and all existing vestiges of grace and refine

ment in the preparation and serving of meals in the modern South 

probably may be said to have originated within the patterns of such 

a folkway. According to Sol Ginsburg, within societal feeding 

practices the investiture of emotional and symbolic meanings is of 

great social significance to the individuals making up the family 

group: for in addition to satisfying hunger, the process of social 

dining relieves tension and provides various social satisfactions. 

In Ginsburg's words, the act of feeding "becomes ideally a shared 

experience, equated with acceptance or rejection, endowed with love 

or hostility, connoting security or isolation." 

The chief Feeder of the plantation of the ante-bellum South 

was of course the planter's wife. The big house in which she lived, 

set a short distance from the slaves' cabins, was the hub of an 

isolated and permanent homestead "peopled by a social group with 

"Psychological Aspects of Eating," Journal of Home Econo
mics , 44 (May 1952), 325. 
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a common interest in achieving and maintaining social order." So 

far as harmony was achieved, the mistress was a considerable factor, 

though perhaps a quiet one. In this respect, the Feeder responded 

to the impulses that were hers as a woman and to the communal needs 

of her people with love and generosity. As one historian points out, 

because women are more private than men, they do things for their 
19 

own pleasure and for that of those whom they love. Thus, although 

the ante-bellum Feeder might have refused the task, or met it 

ineffectually, history has recorded both her acceptance of it and her 

effectiveness in performing the task. An immediate measure of her 

success was mirrored in the loyalty of the Negro during the Civil 

20 
War; and a residual measure may be discovered in the fact that 

cooking is considered to be one of the arts of the South, as it is 

listed in Willard Thorp's A Southern Reader. In contrast, in the 

Northeast during the same era, the plantation Feeder's counterpart 

was the urban higher middle class wife, who either lived with her 

family in a residential hotel and avoided the feeding role altogether, 

or who served food that was "atrocious . . . food swimming in grease 

and overdone," in a poorly designed and poorly ventilated house (the 

18 
Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, Life and Labor in the Old South 

(Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1951), p. 196. 
19 
Page Smith, Daughters of the Promised Land; Women in 

American History (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1970), p. 318. 
20 
Ernest R. Groves, The American Woman: The Feminine Side 

of a Masculine Civilization, 2nd ed. (New York: Emerson Books, Inc., 
1944), p. 150. 
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latter*s husband taking his lunch away from home.) Foreign visi

tors like Madame Blanc attributed domestic shortcomings of the 

Northeast to the boardinghouses, clubs, and restaurants that 

destroyed those qualities in women which traditionally were regarded 

22 
as pre-eminently those of their sex. Not until after the Civil 

War did reformation in the feeding practices in the North begin as 

women formerly engaged in the support of abolition and women's 

rights turned to domestic concerns, Catharine Beecher and her 

famous sister Harriet Beecher Stowe publishing both a manual on 

housekeeping and the first popular cookbook in an effort to improve 

23 
the health of the American woman! On the other hand, the rural 

way of life that affected the plantation Feeder's cultural environ

ment bound her to primitive impulses: the infant at her breast pro

vided a sensual and psychological experience which was satisfying to 

her and closely related her to her classic function as the tradi

tional feeder of the race. Because her family unit included the 

black family groups, and any casual visitors to her home, the cook

ing rites she performed were accomplished with a distinct "sacra

mental" grace. 

21 
Smith, pp. 203-204. Especially did newly married couples 

choose to live in residential hotels, the forerunners of apartment 
houses; others chose to do so because expenses were less than in 
homes, women were unwilling to undergo fatigue and annoyances of 
having a country place, and women desired female company during 
their husbands' daily absence. In the evenings such establishments 
held balls that satisfied other feminine appetites. 

^Ibid., p. 207. 

^^Ibid., pp. 205-207. 
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Howard W. Odum has referred to the larger plantation as a 

small town composed of the slaves' cabins, overseer's quarters, 

planter's house, adjacent kitchen, bakery, storehouses, laundry, 

24 
coach house, stable, and sometimes a schoolhouse and an infirmary. 

The planter's wife received no special training for the rigorous 

managerial role she would fulfill in such a community during her 

adult lifetime; she assumed the role as she emerged from "a girlhood 

25 
of pranks and penchants for pleasures" and a brief period as a 

Southern belle—a transitional stage during which an announcement of 

her marriageability was circulated throughout the clan and in which, 

carefree yet chaperoned, she attended balls and dances in order that 

26 
marriageable males might observe her. As a result of such 

activity, she might marry as early as age thirteen and be a grand-

27 

mother at twenty-seven. She might even marry a widower with chil

dren, thus taking up the load of a former mistress. In this case 

she would direct another's children along with her own; indeed, it 

was not uncommon for a planter to survive two or three wives and to 

father several groups of children. Or she might, as did 

Mrs. C. Colcock Jones, Sr., of Georgia, live longer than a daughter 

or daughter-in-law, in which case she would absorb the grandchild 

24 
Odum, The Way of the South, p. 121. 

25 
Ibid., p. 126. 

26 
Emily James Putnam, The Lady; Studies of Certain Signifi

cant Phases of Her History (Chicago; University of Chicago Press, 
1970), pp. 296-97. 

27 
Groves, p. 162. 



or grandchildren into her family until the widowed father might 

28 
remarry. Finally, in addition to caring for her own and inherited 

children, the mistress was responsible at times for supervising the 

younger black and mulatto children whose mothers were her household 

^ 29 
servants. 

Although the mistress's immediate family was the central 

unit of plantation society, all of its inhabitants were in effect 

her family. Putnam calls the plantation mistress a kind of Oriental 

slave; for while she was chosen to be released from manual labor as 

evidence of her husband's wealth, she was not released from other 

labor. In fact, she consistently expended more energy in the direc

tion of incompetent servants than she might expend doing a task 

30 
herself. Because she was obliged to contend with her servants' 

31 
prevarications, idleness, and forgetfulness, she grew to tolerate 

28 
Robert Manson Myers has edited twelve hundred letters 

belonging to the family of Charles Colcock Jones., Sr., of Georgia, 
which record the family's activities for fourteen years. Among them 
are the accounts of the death of the wife of C. C. Jones, Jr., and 
the subsequent rearing of his daughter by Mrs. C. C. Jones, Sr., until 
his re-marriage. Myers' edition of the letters is The Children of 
Pride; A True Story of Georgia and the Civil War (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1972). 

29 
Odum, The Way of the South, p. 137. Indeed, it was not 

uncommon for four, five, sometimes even more graves of "'loving 
spouses'" to flank the tomb of a patriarch, according to Helen Waite 
Papashvily in All the Happy Endings: A Study of the Domestic Novel 
in America, The Women Who Wrote It, The Women l^o Read It, In the 
Nineteenth Century (New York: Harper and Brothers, Publishers, 
1956), p. 117. Moreover, Papashvily records the fact that travelers 
from abroad said American women were worn at thirty and old at forty. 

30 
Putnam, p. 320. 

31 
Francis Butler Simkins, A History of the South (New York: 

Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), p. 146. 
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and compensate for certain degrees of lying, stealing, disobedience, 

32 
and procrastination. Nevertheless, recognizing that the white 

household taught the Negro by its behavior, she furnished exemplary 

33 
models of conduct, speech, and, on occasion, advice. Ante-bellum 

letters, diaries, and journals testify to the ardor and diversity 

of the mistress's tasks; for example, Sara Hicks Williams, while the 

bride of a Southern planter, wrote to her mother in the North that 

her mother-in-law worked harder than any northern farmer's wife and 

that one northern housegirl accomplished at least twice what one 

34 
plantation domestic accomplished. A Piedmont girl recorded that 

her mother and grandmother were always conferring over the needs of 

the Negroes; Who needed shoes? What kinds of medicine should be 

ordered? How and when to produce the servants' annual supply of 

clothing and blankets? In addition, the two regularly visited the 

cabins to distribute light-bread, tea, and other necessities to the 

35 

ill when they nursed them. The intellectual ability of the mis

tress was thus channeled into managing the plantation home, producing 

food and clothing for all, endeavoring to prevent disease among the 

populace, nursing the ill among the family and servants, and assist-
36 

ing in childbirth. Putnam suggests that often such physical stress 

Putnam, p. 308. Phillips, p. 199. 

34 
"A Yankee Girl in North Carolina," in The Plantation 

South, ed. Katharine M. Jones (Indianapolis: The Bobbs-Merrill Co., 
Inc., 1957), pp. 48-49. 

35 
Letitia M. Burwell, "'The World One Vast Plantation,'" in 

The Plantation South, p. 57. 
Of! 

Putnam, p. 300. 
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in her life might drive the plantation mistress to nervous exhaustion 

37 
and that some women did actually die of overwork. 

Another kind of stress unique to the plantation mistress's 

role arose from the cult of Southern white womanhood; by its rules a 

female was protected first by her father and brothers and later by 

38 
her husband from profanity, vulgarity, and matters of sexuality. 

Odum has clarified the inconsistency in the system of honor within 

the planter class of ante-bellum days by the following statement of 

conduct: in such a social system the white woman was at the top of 

the chivalric system, the black woman at the bottom. Thus, the 

purity of the mistress was the measure of the planter's family honor; 

though the master might often form extramarital relationships with 

a slave woman, publically he denied the children which were produced 

39 
as a consequence of the union. Responding to such relationships, 

one planter's wife said that she was but "the chief slave of the 

40 
harem." Because convention required the mistress not to admit 

much of what she saw in regard to her husband's marital infidelity, 

she became, despite her own virtue, "a symbol of a certain hypocrisy, 

41 
superficiality and rationalization." W. J. Cash, writing of the 

subsequent psychological burden placed upon the planter in regard to 

37 38 
Ibid., p. 302. Billington, p. 75. 

39 
Odum, The Way of the South, p. 139. 

40 
Putnam, p. 306. 

41 
Howard W. Odum, "The Grandeur That Was Not," in A Southern 

Reader, p. 265. 
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his wife, states that a "downright gyneolatry" resulted from the 

42 
decent Southern gentleman's guilt. Cash explains his rationale: 

. . . if . . . a woman knew that the maid in her kitchen 
was in reality half-sister to her own daughter, if she sus
pected that her husband sometimes slipped away from her bed 
to the arms of a mulatto wench, or even if she only knew or 
suspected these things of her sons or some other male of her 
family, why, of course she was being cruelly wounded in the 
sentiments she held most sacred. And even though she feigned 
blindness, . . . the guilty man, supposing he possessed any 
shadow of decency, must inexorably writhe in shame and an 
intolerable sense of impurity under her eyes.^ 

In this sense, according to Cash, the gentleman compensated the 

woman by praising her honor. 

The intensity of such a situation was compounded, moreover, 

by the fact that the agrarian society was so closely-knit. Having 

absorbed the ideals of his aristocratic code of honor with a 

heartiness and faith that everything which he did was in accord with 

his devotion to the code, and believing that he was practicing a 

selfless devotion at that, the planter had convinced the masses that 

44 
his class was the "soul of honor and social responsibility." 

Celebrated as the chief nexus of a patriarchal social culture, the 

Southern planter's family was supposed to be supreme and the sanctity 

45 
of his marriage to be supported. As his own chief role, the planter 

was supposed to teach his sons and daughters to attain a sense of 

ease without encouraging sloth and self-indulgence; he was to see 

that sons worked as well as servants and that daughters learned to 

42 
The Mind of the South, pp. 88-89. 

43 44 
Ibid., p. 88. Ibid., p. 77. 

45 
Odum, The Way of the South, p. 74. 
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46 
solve problems with honor rather than tears. The contradictions and 

patriarchal dishonor which arose as a consequence of miscegenation— 

particularly the denial of offspring in a social unit in which home 

and kinship were revered, and the increase of a mixed race by the 

47 
white males themselves, who clamored for the purity of race —all 

these considerably intensified the life of the plantation mistress. 

The diaries, letters, and journals of Southern ladies of the 

era include occasional accounts of bitterness in regard to the sexual 

behavior of the Southern male; particularly verbal was Mary Chesnut, 

who charged Harriet Beecher Stowe of omitting the sorest spot of 

slavery in Uncle Tom's Cabin—miscegenation—by making Legree a 

bachelor. For the most part, however, the plantation mistresses 

accepted the situation in silence and demonstrated respect for their 

48 
husbands despite their personal humiliation. Page Smith contends 

that because the ladies' feelings linked them to the degradation of 

the slaves, they were obliged to develop strategies to survive: 

they therefore became stoic, tough-fibered, resilient and adept at 

49 
manipulation. 

William Taylor, writing in Cavalier and Yankee; The Old 

South and American National Character, comments that the planter as 

patriarch was eventually eclipsed by the Southern matriarch, who 

might be pale, nervous, delicate; but she was "mistress, manager. 

^^Phillips, pp. 357, 361. 

47 48 
Cash, p. 139. Smith, p. 217. 

49 
Ibid., p. 221. 
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doctor, nurse, counsellor, seamstress, teacher, housekeeper, slave, 

all at once." As Taylor suggests, though the aristocratic life 

may have made the planter inactive, passive, and indolent, that of 

the mistress made her strong at the same time that it increased her 

status and dignity, so that a genuine matriarchy was established. 

52 
Taylor calls the mistress "the heart and soul" of the plantation. 

Odum writes that "she was beautiful, gracious, commanding; remarkable 

for perfection in mastery and service, creating and guiding her 

large family and taking charge of the subsidiary black families 

53 
around her." 

The idealization of white womanhood also affected the Feeder 

within the middle class, made up not only of a "yeomen" or farmer 

class, but of town dwellers on the periphery of the agricultural 

system: businessmen, traders, shopkeepers, shippers; the profes

sionals; editors, skilled and common laborers, slave traders, cotton 

54 
factors, and the like. Even the woman of the lowest white caste, 

the "poor whites" (estimated at about ten per cent of the popula

tion) , was included in the code. In this respect the poor woman's 

chastity was supposedly ensured by the system, although any other 

benefits that accrued for her were rare. The primary consequence 

(New York: George Braziller, 1961), p. 163, 

^^Ibid., p. 148. ^^Ibid., p. 163. 

53 
The Way of the South, pp. 126-27. 

54 
Billington, p. 80. 

Papashvily, p. 77. 
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of the middle class woman's idealization was the ownership of slaves, 

a fact which of course meant that her labor was by degrees diminished 

in a way similar to that of the plantation's Feeder. Moreover, 

because it was both necessary and a point of pride for any Southern 

man to own slaves, money which might have been spent in more signi-

cant ways in the feminine view was hoarded for the purchase of 

additional Negroes; or it was used in payment for leased slaves, 

particularly to provide household assistance in town. Slavery, 

once it had become an institution, denied menial labor to a white 

person with any self-regard, including the foreign-born, who avoided 

slavery simply by ceasing to move South. 

The middle class Feeder's life was modeled after the life of 

the mistress on the plantation, which was, strictly speaking, merely 

a more complex form of the farm, the boundaries of which might 

connect with acreage owned by a yeoman farmer so that the two classes 

were neighbors. The yeoman worked and played hard, imitating in his 

own way the labor and sport of the gentry. The Feeder in this class 

was also hard working, her life being centered in the kitchen near 

the huge fireplace, where she prepared steady rations of pork, corn-

bread or hoecake, molasses, yams, poultry, and fresh vegetables. 

Depending upon the affluence of her husband, she might have a small 

number of females to assist her; generally, however, the yeoman 

bought field slaves, who were of course dependent on the yeoman's 

wife for their requirements with regard to food, clothing, and 

Billington, p. 77. 
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nursing. Their ambition to rise economically and spiritually 

enabled the yeoman and his wife to persevere and, by degrees, to 

prosper. 

In contrast, in the household of the Feeder belonging to the 

lowest white socio-economic class, life was much more difficult; 

and few dreams or hopes promised her any alleviation. Her people 

were called "poor white trash" or "buckra" by the slaves, a name 

which the mountaineers of the Appalachians, the "crackers" of 

Georgia, and all the poor in the back-country bore. The land on 

which they lived was in effect the leavings of the planter after he 

had claimed all the really useful soil. According to W. J. Cash, 

the poor white probably descended from the hunter, whose life in the 

South in the early colonial period was both productive and substan

tial. But after being backed up and hemmed in and finding his woods 

cleared, he had no resources upon which to depend. Cash's theory 

regarding the hunter is that lacking land and markets, he lost his 

initiative and refrained even from assisting his women in what he 

considered to be effeminate work; that of gardening. Thus the corn 

that the Feeder might grow in her garden, the fat from razorback 

hogs, and whatever nature, her husband, and her ingenuity might 

yield became the sustenance for a small proportion of the white 

population spread throughout all the Southern states. 

The poor white family lived a more forlorn and desolate 

existence than even the slaves. The little food that the Feeder 

The Mind of the South, p. 26. 
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could supply was often lacking in nutrition, a deficiency which was 

the cause of the frequent occurrences of clay-eating among her 

people; moreover, her class's poverty deprived them of housing and 

58 
clothing which would protect them from hookworm and malaria. The 

typical house was a small cabin bereft of substantial windows and 

doors, with few or any inner divisions. The spirited Feeder, how

ever, might construct partitions of fabrics and arrange the make

shift furnishings to provide sleeping quarters away from the 

"kitchen" region. Typically, the parents possessed a bed, but the 

children slept on pallets on the floor. 

Life was stark and colorless for this class but for the 

small communal pleasures which they could provide for themselves, 

principally visiting among the womenfolk, a little hunting or 

fishing among the men, perhaps participation in protracted church 

meetings. Ante-bellum visitors' accounts of their experiences 

among the backwoods population reflect the tenor of the poor whites' 

lives. Among these accounts are those provided by Frederick Law 

Olmstead in The Cotton Kingdom, who described his frequently arduous 

efforts to obtain sufficient food for his horse and himself during 

his travels. Often a female would prepare for him a small portion 

of cornbread and fried fat-pork or poor bacon, serving the food 

with "butter" (a substance which apparently was lard) and molasses. 

After such poor fare, Olmstead would sometimes be kept awake all 

night by insects that remained oblivious to the smoking pans 

Ibid. 
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containing alternate layers of corncobs and hot embers meant to 

59 
protect the family and their guest in the open cabin. As might be 

expected, the Feeder in this stratum aged more rapidly than did the 

other Southern women; she was burned by the sun and rarely received 

the medical attention that was available to other white women, or 

for that matter, to the blacks. 

The Feeder among the slaves, often called the "Mammy," 

belonged to the "aristocracy" of slavery, the household slaves. 

Just as there existed a hierarchy among the whites in the ante

bellum culture, strata of slavery also existed. The chief among the 

slaves were those who worked indoors and in sheds: the females, for 

the most part, chosen to perform the domestic tasks; the males 

selected and trained as blacksmiths, carpenters, wheelwrights, and 

as similar craftsmen. Because these workers were exposed to the 

daily rituals of the master and mistress, they were not only better 

fed and clothed but they were also better mannered; they were the 

ones seen by visitors as representative of the success of the 

"peculiar institution." (Ernest Groves suggests that often more 

domestic slaves were kept in service than were actually necessary 

just for that status, a condition which in turn caused more work for 

the mistress. ) The field slaves, both male and female, were at 

the bottom of the hierarchy. Under the charge of the hired white 

59 
Subtitled A Traveller's Observations on Cotton and Slavery 

in the American Slave South, ed. Arthur M. Schlesinger, Sr. (New 
York; Alfred A. Knopf, 1953), pp. 281, 376-78. 

Groves, p. 149. 
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overseer on the larger farms and plantations, their life was confined 

to the land and to their cabins. Between these groups were the 

elderly or invalid, who were not required to do field work. The 

women among this group tended the black children too young for work, 

acted as seamstresses, nursed the ill, gardened, or performed menial 

tasks for the household slaves. Men in this group performed a 

similar function. 

The black Feeder was an apt pupil of her mistress, culti

vating feeding expertise and mannerisms that were imitative of the 

white culture. She ranked highest among all the female slaves and 

formed close emotional and psychological bonds with her white 

"family." Often she became a surrogate mother to the white children, 

sometimes serving in that capacity for two or more generations. She 

might sleep at the foot of the mistress's bed upon a blanket spread 

on the floor. She was permitted to take leftover food to her cabin, 

and she received the cast off finery of the household for herself 

61 
and her family. If she proved to be faithful, she became the 

most trusted and revered slave on the homestead; knowing this, she 

cultivated and transmitted to others her ability to determine quality 

among whites. Simkins says that the only thing which prevented such 

women's developing an aristocratic psychology was the necessity of 

62 
"fawning before white superiors." Because she was so valuable in 

61 
Clement Eaton, The Growth of Southern Civilization, 

1790-1860 (New York; Harper and Row, Publishers, 1961), p. 156. 

Simkins, p. 144. 
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her feeding capacity to the white Feeder, she was on the whole favored 

more than the other slaves. 

Two resources enabled the ante-bellum Feeder in the South 

to endure her fixed and arduous life: she was intrinsically religious, 

deriving both guidance and comfort from the Bible; and she was 

naturally desirous of the creation of the good for those human beings 

to whom her heart was bound. All her experiences cultivated her 

feelings rather than her intellect, notwithstanding the fact that 

certainly she was intelligent and used imagination in her daily 

tasks; but she did not enter into these systems of thought considered 

to be the province of the male—particularly politics. Because 

family ties were the strongest for her, she demonstrated her love 

in rites that grew out of the fabric of familial life and eventually 

became custom; particularly in her official role as the Feeder did 

she link herself to the past and to tradition. Unlike the females 

of the North and West, who either were clamoring for more indepen

dence for their sex or were already enjoying the blessings of fron

tier freedom, the Southern Feeder satisfied the deeper longings of 

her soul for self-expression and a feeling of self-worth in the 

achievements she garnered within the agricultural system to which 

she belonged. She believed that the Bible supported the "peculiar 

institution" and that God's wisdom could be trusted. 

While women of the North demonstrated their sensitivity to 

the needs of deprived groups, the poor, the immigrants, or to the 

condition of slavery, or the plight of the factory workers in 

charitable philanthropy, the Feeder in the South lived with, and 
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worked alongside, an alien culture, which she felt obliged to lead 

63 
into a more mature status. Moreover, hers was not a volunteer 

effort that might be set aside during an uncomfortable pregnancy or 

for some other current discomfiture; nor might she, as might her 

husband at a seasonal break, leave the land for a few days. Human 

64 
beings must be fed and nurtured without interruption. Because the 

Feeder was devoted to her husband, she was obliged to be devoted to 

his work; his work was his home and included, as has been shown, a 

65 
large, miscellaneous family. As Mrs. John Tyler, a contemporary, 

suggests, the Southern woman's circle was literally that of her 

family; and she advised women of the North intent on calling a 

national convention of women: "'Do you wish to see them, you must 

visit their homes.'" 

The Feeder's nourishment patterns at home fell into two major 

classifications; the ordinary daily activities, and the special and 

more elaborate festival activities—those associated with birthdays, 

weddings, wakes, religious holidays, balls and parties for the 

young; or with those other occasions when guests were present, 

possibly strangers being extended hospitality; and the customary 

"Sunday" dinner. Outside the home, the Feeder might lend her skills 

to church picnics, all-day singing and dinner-on-the-grounds, 

barbecues or "fish muddles" at political rallies, harvest suppers. 

Groves, p. 145. Ibid., pp. 206-207. 

65 
Odum, "The Grandeur That Was Not," p. 265. 

Quoted in Groves, p. 157. 
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butchering-day dinners, and the like. Her skills at such functions 

were an essential element in the servicing of the spirit of gregarious-

ness that yielded relief to the long weeks of isolation on the land. 

On the occasions suggested above, monotonous routines temporarily 

were broken, family ties were strengthened, friendships were developed, 

and unusual opportunities for conversation were rendered. Eating and 

drinking were a necessary part of all community gatherings, whatever 

need they performed; sharing food and talk also affirmed the relation

ship of the different classes of whites, substantiating the worth of 

68 
all industrious folk and rendering a genuine sense of brotherhood. 

The Southern proclivity for combining food and talk was not 

unique, but the Southern Feeder seemed to recognize that the benefits 

to be derived from her contributions to such occasions were worth 

every effort on her part. She sought to satisfy the daily need for 

this fundamental nourishing rite in her home; she provided the best 

food available and cultivated a genius for making the most ordinary 

fare satisfying. 

Since the Southern climate and land provided almost every 

feeder sufficient means for growing many of the vegetables and 

fruits that would accompany the products from the animal stock 

provided on the homestead, the Feeder became adept at preserving 

all types of food for use in the winter. If she were a planter's 

Botkin, p. 552. 
CO 

This unity, of course, contributed to the South's seces
sion; for the democratic spirit that existed on the individual level 
fostered a general and intense political belief in states' rights. 
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wife, she had specially-constructed brick kitchens detached from the 

big house (for fire protection), and any number of smokehouses, 

storerooms, and sheds for churning and cooling milk. The plainer 

folk might have a cellar beneath the house in which to cool and store 

their produce. After the ground was prepared for her garden, the 

Feeder assumed charge of it, planting what she desired—including, 

perhaps, a handful of seeds, saved for her by a kinswoman or a 

distant friend from her last year's garden, which would produce a 

relatively uncommon plant or a new variety of a familiar one. Typi

cal produce included lettuce, cucumbers, greens, beans, squash, 

Irish potatoes, turnips, okra, asparagus, artichokes, and beets. 

From the fields came corn, pumpkins, sweet potatoes, rice; from the 

orchards figs, apples, pears, quinces, peaches; from the hedgerows 

69 

and forests blackberries, plums, muscadines, walnuts. Of course, 

she would have some poultry and eggs, no matter how poor she might 

be. Whether the meals she prepared each day were ordinary and repe

titive or full of variety, the Feeder used them as a touchstone for 

her family's welfare, keeping open the channels of family communica

tion and divine reverence. 

Meals in the ante-bellum South traditionally were begun with 

a spoken grace, generally by the father; and even though it might be 

little more than a standard offering of "Lord, make us thankful for 

69 
Simkins, pp. 146-47. 
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these and all Thy blessings," it preserved the human-divine link 

which was important to the Feeder. 

In deference to her family, the Feeder often would claim for 

herself inferior bits of food. In this regard, Botkin tells of his 

grandmother and aunt, who claimed to prefer the wings and back of 

fried chicken; but later he grew old enough to understand that "they 

ate those bits because they loved us and did not want to take what 

we liked best—that was their charity." The Feeder thus became 

the link of human charity that connected her family to divine charity 

and to humanity in general. 

Botkin records that one speaker of grace, who was not so 
pleased with the cowpeas and fatback set before him, altered the 
traditional blessing in the following manner: "'Good God, look at 
this.'" A Treasury of Southern Folklore, p. 562. 

Ibid., p. 563. 



CHAPTER II 

GENERAL SOCIAL RITES AND CUSTOMS ASSOCIATED 

WITH THE FEEDER ROLE 

Because the Feeder used the meal as a touchstone of love, she 

sought in the daily nourishment rites a method of making even the most 

ordinary fare satisfying by creating a kind of order that became 

familiar and dependable to her family and which provided stability and 

security year after year. The time of the meals, the seating 

arrangement of family and guests, the observance of acceptable manners 

at table—all became part of a pattern maintained from day to day, 

with slight alterations for holidays or ceremonial functions such as 

birthdays or weddings. In such instances, special table linen, dish-

ware, and silverware or beloved ornaments would appear to mark the 

occasion. 

On all occasions the principle of dependability became the 

chief criterion of the Feeder; the farmer working his fields in 

sight of the house with his sons in the morning sun was assured that 

within the kitchen his wife was preparing food and drink, appetizing 

and refreshing, to be served at an appointed hour. As a result, the 

promise of food and comfort was an important factor in creating 

within all the workers on the homestead a spirit of cooperation; for 

as each became more loyal to his tasks, others were consequently 

benefited. 

25 
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But not only were the individuals bound to one another and to 

the earth, which provided their nourishment, by feeding rituals, they 

also were bound to the divine. The spoken grace at the table pre

served the human-divine link which was especially important in the 

South, its inhabitants practicing a conservative religion. Because 

the Feeder was the central figure in the table ritual, she became the 

link of human charity that connected her family to divine charity; 

moreover, she frequently extended her rites to individuals outside 

her family. She might send a neighbor a basket of hot rolls or a 

jar of preserves merely because they tasted good and should be 

shared. Generosity and kindness were among her unconscious virtues; 

and as she expressed them, she linked herself and her family with the 

community. 

As her children established their own homes, the Feeder cul

tivated methods of connecting them to the home place. Certainly, if 

the geographic distance was minimal, visitation was frequent; but 

if the distance factor was significant, she would devise means to 

insure the continuation of warm emotional and psychological bonds 

until a holiday or another occasion would reunite the family. Fre

quently, the Feeder would lend a competent house servant to her 

daughter or daughter-in-law for an indefinite time while a new 

household was being established. This servant, instructed in the 

methodology of her mistress, emulated the practices of the home 

place, training the new servants in the old ways. The Feeder also 

circulated any letter of common interest among the family in order 

to keep concern and knowledge current; a certain chain of 
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relationships enabled daughters, aunts and sisters, nieces and cousins 

to read such a letter, eventually returning it to its original reci

pient. Photographs were particularly revered and shared in this 

manner. Periodically, the Feeder remembered members of her family 

who favored certain foods—strawberries or melons, perhaps—by 

sending them a specially packed carton along with a note commemorating 

a special memory which prompted the act. 

Letter-writing, though a common practice, was an art in the 

nineteenth century; much of the primary detail of the Feeder's life 

is derived from the letters retained by Southern families. The 

Feeder seldom had time to keep an extensive diary or a journal, but 

she made the time to write letters to her kinsmen. Robert Manson 

Myers' edited letters of the family of the Rev. C. C. Jones, Sr., 

provide a continuous narrative of the Jones family—its births, 

illnesses, deaths; its joys and sorrows; its problems, its success 

or failure in solving them; its peaceful prosperity; its wartime 

deprivation and courage, its gradual diminishment of hope for a 

Southern victory in the war; its struggles with nature, the 

"peculiar institution," disease, and reconstruction. The matriarch, 

Mrs. Mary Jones, is an excellent representative of the Southern 

Feeder; for her spirit embodied all the nourishment urges, and her 

will fulfilled them. 

The ease with which Mrs. Jones apparently performed her 

occupations after many years of marriage is recorded in her husband's 

sketch of her daily activities in a letter directed to their son, 

Charles Colcock Jones, Jr., at Harvard on May 22, 1854. The 
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following excerpts indicate that the Rev. Mr. Jones considered his 

wife's day to be busy but serene; Mrs. Jones was at that time in her 

forty-sixth year and her three children young adults. 

She rises about . . . half-past five; takes her bath, reads, 
and is ready for family worship about seven; then breakfasts 
with a moderate appetite and enjoys a cup of good tea. Break
fast concluded and the cups, etc., washed up and dinner ordered. 
Little Jack gathers up his "weepons," as he calls them—the 
flower trowel, the trimming saw, the nippers and pruning shears 
and two garden hoes—and follows his mistress, with her sun-
bonnet on and her large India-rubbercloth working gloves, into 
the flower and vegetable gardens. In these places she spends 
sometimes near two hours hoeing, planting, pruning, etc.. 
Little Jack and frequently Beck and several other little fellows 
. . . in the bargain all kept as busy as bees about her—one 
sweeping, another watering, another weeding, another planting 
and trimming, and another carrying off the limbs and trash. 
Then she dismisses the forces, and . . . she takes a walk of 
observation and superintendence about the kitchen yard and 
through the orchard and lawn, accompanied by any friends she 
may have with her and who may be disposed to take a walk of a 
quiet domestic nature. . . . 

The glorious sunlight, the soft south wind, and the green 
earth and the blue heavens—Mother sees and enjoys it all; 
but she is too busy now to come out and take a view. . . . 
If she has visitors, she is sitting at work and in conversation 
with them. . . .'^ 

A comparison of Mrs. Jones's letters that record her activities 

with this epistle of her husband's reveals a general similarity of 

tone; for although Mrs. Jones accomplishes much more than her 

husband observes, her demeanor appears to be that which her spouse 

records. 

At the time when her responsibilities with regard to her 

family and household might have been expected to decrease, Mrs. Jones 

undertook the care of her infant granddaughter, the child of 

Charles, Jr., whose wife and another young daughter had died within 

72 
Myers, ed., pp. 35-36. 
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days of one another. The infant was infected with the smallpox 

which had killed her sister; moreover, Charles, Jr., was preparing 

for military assignment as the time was the eve of the Civil War. 

But Mrs. Jones was equal to every challenge which succeeded her act 

of assuming the baby's care: the removal of her family and all its 

slaves to an interior farm for safety, widowhood, displacement, loss 

of home and possessions, separation from kin. Union raids and forag

ing searches, Sherman's march, the Confederate's surrender and 

reconstruction. The family's letters and a few journal entries of 

its women record precise instances of Mrs. Jones's maintenance of 

the traditionally accepted feeding roles, despite all the alterations 

of her sphere. She contrived clever substitutes for the unattainable, 

provided comfort and encouragement as needed, and continually bound 

her family to God through prayer. 

As the experiences of Mrs. Jones exemplify, the disciplined 

life of the Feeder prior to secession and the war provided her with 

the spirit she needed to endure the invasion, destruction, and 

occupation of the Union army; moreover, the Feeder was able to 

survive the destruction of a way of life and to construct a new one. 

Although a number of historians claim that the Civil War not only 

freed the slaves but also Southern womanhood, it is unlikely that 

the Feeders would have agreed that the system to which they were 

devoted was a means devised by men "to buy them off"—a system 

which gave them the home on the understanding that masculine 

73 
benevolence ended with the boundaries of the family. 

73 
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A scrutiny of exemplary common patterns within each social 

class of the ante-bellum Feeder reveals the extent to which food and 

its services rendered the Feeder effectual or ineffectual: first, a 

sketch will be provided of the plantation Feeder on an ordinary day 

when household visitors are present; next, a sketch of the yeoman 

Feeder on an ordinary Sunday; then an overview of the poor white 

Feeder in her efforts to maintain a viable relationship to the 

psychological accoutrements of feeding; and finally, a sketch of the 

black "Mammy," balancing her feeding and other duties in the white 

household against those in her cabin. 

As has been indicated, daily feeding practices followed a 

particular pattern: in the larger homesteads, the plantations, break

fast was served at eight; from one to three in the afternoon any 

guests mingled in the parlor, the men perhaps dispersing to an 

adjacent room for a "glass of grog"; and dinner was served at 

74 

three. Guests did not expect the company of the master and mis

tress during the morning and early afternoon; for servants were 

provided to answer their needs and they were extended free range of 

the house and premises for their entertainment. The Feeder made her 

rounds of the cabins after breakfast, visiting the sick, setting 

apart proper food and medicines; afterwards, she might look in on 

the nurse-house where the older women cared for the young children. 

Back at the house in time to greet those servants who were too ill 

to work but able to walk about, she distributed biscuits and kind 

74 
Phillips, p. 228, 
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words from the back door. Next she inspected the work of the seam

stresses (who were assisted by the delicate women) at work making 

clothing, each slave being newly outfitted twice each year. Taking 

her knitting with her, the Feeder then observed her children's 

study with their governess, perhaps engaging in an impromptu drill 

or discussion with the students in order to determine their prog-

75 
ress. 

A few minutes before three, the Feeder and her husband joined 

their guests for dinner; since visitors were frequent, there were no 

"parlor" manners, but instead a gentle, natural, easy demeanor and 

76 

conversation. The Southerner felt compelled to contribute some

thing in exchange for the food and amusement he received in another's 

home; he knew that he owed his hostess some worthwhile social contri

bution to the occasion. He might therefore put another visitor at 

ease, allow him an opportunity to talk about his special subjects, 

or draw from him his knowledge of distant places. If the number 

at table were excessive, a second table for younger folk would be 

provided nearby. The meal began with soup, ham, beef, turkey, duck, 

^g8s> greens, sweet potatoes, hominy—all but the soup, which was 

distributed by the Feeder, being passed about by black boys, while 

Groves, p. 149. The material for this vignette is taken 
from that of the life of the planter's wife derived by Groves from 
his study of the Life of Leonidas Polk by W. M. Polk. 

Jones, p. 60. Distances, weather and road conditions, 
and other reasons prohibited the early development of inns or hotels 
in the South so that the citizenry commonly supplied bed and board to 
travelers. 

Josephine Pinckney, "Bulwarks Against Change," in Culture 
in the South, p. 47. 
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the master carved a saddle of mutton. Small black girls stationed 

about the table discouraged heat and insects by waving brush or palm 

leaves throughout the meal. After a round of champagne, the top 

cloth was removed from the table and assorted desserts provided— 

brandied peaches, tarts, ice cream, a variety of cakes and pies, 

perhaps plum pudding. Finally, the remaining cloth was removed and 

the bare mahogany table set with figs, raisins, almonds, and a 

variety of wines. The men pledged their services to the ladies as 

a toast, after which the women retired, leaving the men to a final 

78 
drink and convivial talk. 

The Feeder might occupy herself for a time with her guests 

while doing some handwork, but soon she must return to the remaining 

occupations of her day. Finally, she served a light supper to her 

family and any remaining guests. She might send along with depart

ing visitors a sample of her blackberry wine or brandied peaches; 

or she might share cuttings from a prized bush in her garden. 

Typically, such a gift was accompanied by some bit of history link

ing it to the past and possibly to another Feeder. 

The people of the South were lavish in their hospitality 

because most of the food was produced on the homestead, servants 

were plentiful, and space was ample for entertainment. Equally 

important, they appreciated the tangible—cotton bales, mules, 

acres of land, graciousness, conviviality—rather than money per se. 79 

78 
Phillips, p. 332. 
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They looked upon the chief meal of the day as an earned reward for 

hard work, an opportunity to relax and engage in pleasant conversa

tion. When they had attained the means to dispense hospitality as 

well, they participated in what Andre Simon calls the Art of Good 

Living. As Simon explains, the French word bote means both host 

and guest; there is no differentiation between the terms in true 

hospitality. The host provides the fare, but the guest provides the 

pleasure of his company—his wit, news, appreciation of good things. 

80 
Each offers what he has with no sense of superiority or inferiority. 

The same ethos that operated among the larger planters 

existed among the yeomen, Sunday dinner being the special feeding 

occasion each week. On Sunday the family might sleep a little longer 

than usual. After attending to the necessary tasks, the family 

walked to the church if it were nearby, or rode to it in a wagon or 

another vehicle, according to their means. After services, clans 

gathered at the parental homes, where each Feeder placed heaping 

dishes of food on the table "country style" so that they could be 

tasted at will. A typical Sunday dinner consisted of a variety of 

poultry dishes: fried chicken, chicken pie and dumplings, chicken 

gravy; string beans; hot biscuits and cornbread; cake or pie or blue

berry dumplings baked the previous day. The Feeder always provided 

a variety of jellies and preserves to be spread with butter on the 

hot bread. If the "circuit-rider" were invited home for dinner, 

the Feeder could expect neighbors to "come by" throughout the 

^"Aesthetics of Eating," Atlantic, 162 (Nov. 1938), 681-82. 
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afternoon. Visiting preachers were especially honored guests 

because they brought along with them good cheer and inspiration; 

their contributions in new thoughts, a joke, a benediction were 

ample recompense for the Feeder's extra labor or the exhaustion of 

81 
"spare" foodstuffs. 

After the Feeder and her helpers cleared away the dishes, 

the female kin and visitors sat outside on the porch talking while 

they supervised their children playing in the yard. In a household 

in which children were numerous, the grounds might be disorderly; 

but typically the front yard was crowded with zinnias, dahlias, 

hollyhocks, and rambling roses, while the back yard was shaded and 

82 
sandy for the enjoyment of the children. As the women and 

children were thus occupied, the men strolled about the fields, 

orchards, and pond; or they might gather at the smokehouse to uncork 

83 ' 
the wine barrel or a brown jug. Both groups participated in 

84 
convivial talk—endless talk, "a soft flow of words" —until a 

mid-afternoon summons to taste the watermelons cooled in the spring-

85 
house induced the convergence of the disparate groups. Afterwards, 

more talk ensued within the mixed group that spanned several genera

tions and encompassed vast experience. 

81 82 
Phillips, p. 167. Ibid., pp. 334-37. 

83 
Frank Lawrence Owsley, Plain Folk of the Old South 

(Baton Rouge; Louisiana State University Press, 1949), p. 98. 
84 
Davis Applewhite, "The South of Light in August," 

Mississippi Quarterly, 11 (Fall 1958), 168. 
85 
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The home place and its Feeder-centered functions thus served 

as a symbol of unity to scattered children; gathering together for 

Sunday dinner provided them with a tradition that produced a 

'"living sense of the long continuity of human life,* an awareness 

of the past as living in the present and almost as real as the 

86 
present." Moreover, the inclusion of neighbors insured good will 

and assistance when a clan encountered natural misfortunes; the strong 

sense of community among the yeomen meant that ready assistance could 

be found in occasions such as sitting up with the ill, re-building 

and re-furnishing a house destroyed by fire, comforting the bereaved, 

et cetera. The family was the nucleus of the community; and parents 

and grandparents exercised both influence and authority over their 

offspring. Young and old worked, hunted, worshipped, played, and 

87 
were buried together. In the center of all the important activities 

was the Feeder, from whom the nourishing impulses were circulated 

outward into the community. 

Among the poorest whites of the ante-bellum South, the Feeder 

sought the same respite from her work patterns by "visiting"; 

however, both the poverty of the class to which she belonged and its 

isolation precluded the cultivation of such a satisfying Sunday 

ritual as that of the yeoman Feeder. Occasional work-play activity 

such as a quilting party or a corn-shucking might be arranged within 

her own class; but for the most part, each Feeder must look to her 

own family unit for the social well-being that she craved. Because 

R6 R7 
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her household was separated from the main travel courses, she rarely 

was required to extend hospitality to visitors or to strangers. Her 

poverty, her husband's general shiftlessness, and her bondage to her 

economic position—chiefly as a consequence of slavery—stifled her 

own creativity and desire for the expansion of her personality. 

Indeed, she was the most hopeless of Southern women; even the female 

slave who worked in the fields possessed a satisfying sense of 

community, adequate health care, ample food without the necessity of 

providing it for herself and others, and sufficient clothing. 

The poor white Feeder reared her children on a steady diet 

of fatback (from the razorback hogs that foraged for themselves), 

molasses, hominy, yams, and cornpone or hoecake. Because her hus

band's "work" was chiefly hunting, she served possum, rabbit, 

raccoon, wild fowl, and fish as they were supplied. Occasionally, 

she owned two or three lean cattle and a few domestic fowl; any 

butter or eggs she acquired were traded along with corn and cotton 

(many families had a small patch of the latter) for snuff, powder 

and lead, salt, sugar, and coffee. 

Invariably, the Feeder in this destitute class was a proli

fic breeder; the frequent pregnancies she underwent in combination 

with her poor diet and overwork provided her with a short life 

expectancy. Often she was the principal field worker in the house

hold, and the success of the corn and cotton harvest depended upon 

her efforts. As Shields Mcllwaine has recorded, a traveler, surprised 

to observe a husband lolling in the shade while his wife was digging 

out the well, reprimanded him for his behavior. The husband replied. 
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"'Wy wot's a 'oman good fer but to work? It's a pleasure to her to 

88 
help her husband when he's wore out wid a long mawnin's hunt.'" 

The husband's black wool hat with wide, drooping brim; his hounds and 

rifle; and his jug of "busthead" were trademarks which readily leant 

him to caricature. The Feeder, her thin arms holding a dirty child 

against a lean hip in the doorway of a ramshackle cabin, was the symbol 

of the degradation of white womanhood. 

Historical sketches of this class's way of life are pejora

tive. Originally, in the Southern colonies the backwoodsman lived 

about as well as the other Southerners. They were all frontiersmen. 

At that time, the backwoodsmen's cabins—like their furnishings, 

rough-hewn by the broadaxe and finished with the jackknife—were of 

the ordinary. The good wife toiled alongside her husband and nour

ished him and her children, keeping a tidy house; using the spinning 

wheel, loom, and dye-pots to make their clothing; manufacturing their 

soap and candles; and proudly exhibiting her household linens— 

89 
blankets, quilts, coverlets, curtains, and rugs. But as slavery, 

the one-crop system, the population, and the clearing of the forests 

and woods increased, the fortune of the back-country people decreased. 

For a time the white male hired out as overseer, his wife taking 

charge of the planter's dairy or poultry yard, or his garden; but 

the hunter's temperament was not suited to his position as overseer. 
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Furthermore, the Negroes derided him since he, also having white skin, 

was the planter's subordinate; and because of his subordination, he 

90 
felt embarrassment in the planter's hall. The fact that his wife 

shared in his hiring was also" debilitating to his pride. Mcllwaine, 

in his perusal of the Southern poor white in history and literature, 

points to William Byrd*s early assessment of the consequences of 

slavery upon the poorer white; "'They [the slaves] blow up the pride 

and ruin the industry of our white people, who, seeing a rank of 

poor creatures below them, detest work for fear it should make them 

91 
look like slaves.'" Certainly, in the North menial and domestic 

labor was done by the poorer whites and immigrants with no sense of 

dishonor; but the peculiar institution, the independence and pride 

of the backwoodsmen, and the civilizing of the land within a few 

generations yielded significant losses that were observable in the 

backwoodsmen's way of life in the nineteenth century. First, they 

isolated themselves from their own kind; next, the isolation bred 

ignorance; and finally the loss of social standards that accompanied 

92 
their isolation eventually destroyed their domestic acumen. 

The poor white Feeder of ante-bellum days had very little 

opportunity to socialize with other women, especially with those who 

could share their domestic expertise with her. While for years, 

the other Feeders had access to cookbooks and other publications 

Mcllwaine, p. xxii. 
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dedicated to housewifery and cooking, passed family recipes from 

mother to daughter, exchanged recipes with friends, and shared the 

results of successful baking experiments with their neighbors at a 

communal gathering, the poorer Feeder was reduced to taxing her 

anemic body to sustain the mere existence of her family. According 

93 
to Page Smith, "We exist by the necessary, live by the unnecessary." 

The ethos of the poor Feeder's class was confined to the necessary; 

the minimal requirement was good enough for the men who controlled 

the destiny of the women. Because the Feeder was overworked and 

malnourished herself, she had little strength to cultivate a bounti

ful spirit. The only remnant of a more graceful colonial period in 

her history commonly mentioned by writers in the mid-nineteenth 

century is the patchwork quilt; many a back-country woman treasured 

her colorful and intricately-patterned quilt. T-Thatever psychological 

benefits her feeding achieved for her family—like this love of 

beauty, order, and harmony—must have been the result of her stubborn 

tenacity. Her own feminine impulses were more significantly paralysed 

by the domination of the male than were those of any other Southern 

woman. 

The communal activities of which the poor white Feeder was 

participant were chiefly those in which equality—by virtue of 

whiteness—was stressed, chiefly public, political, and religious 

gatherings. The backwoodsman, endowed with the right of suffrage, 

willingly attended political rallies to support the splendid rhetoric 
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of "What's good for the planter is good for all." "Stump speakers 

flattered him," writes Albert Hart, "and Fourth-of-July orators 

94 

explained to him the blessings of a republican government." 

P. H. Buck suggests that fundamentally the backwoodsman's "actions 

would be guided by an interest to preserve the institution of slavery 

and, whereas the wealthy planter would endeavor to keep the issue 

out of politics and let things slumber, the politician who sought the 

votes of the poor white class would be keen to urge violent resis

tance to the enemies of slavery, to flatter the poor white by con-
95 

demning the slave." The backwoodsman was incapable of perceiving 

(or admitting) the part that slavery played in keeping him in his 

place by denying him profitable labor. In the same manner, the 

brush arbor and camp-meetings which he attended satisfied his ego 

because the Negro was excluded. In spite of these concerns, however, 

the poor white male looked upon both political rallies and religious 

gatherings as an enjoyable and coveted form of entertainment. 

The poor white Feeder was therefore periodically exposed to 

a broader social realm because of her husband's interests, but her 

participation in the provision of traditional refreshments was 

negligible. At any rate, however, she could take delight in seeing 

her children enjoy the unusual food treats commonly provided: 

lemonade, barbecue, ham, roast beef, fried chicken, cakes, pies; and 
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the whole family benefited as they participated in the annual camp 

meeting, a time when the "community reveled in one great feast of 

97 
worship, of rest, and of eating." But for these connections to 

the more prosperous whites, the poor white Feeder was limited to the 

remnant of work-play customs retained in her own class; for them she 

would provide the finest food according to her ability and depend 

upon the "visiting" that took place during a quilting party to 

satisfy her cravings for communal contentment. Her children and 

those of her quilting partners amused themselves in the ways of all 

children. Popcorn was possibly their most common food treat. 

In a comparison of the black Feeder with the white Feeders, 

one difference is especially noteworthy; the black Feeder literally 

possessed two families, her own biological family and the white one 

98 
whom she served. Her husband and her children were required to 

adjust their schedules to her own. Occasionally, the fact that she 

was largely an inhabitant of the "big house" produced a schism 

between the Feeder and her husband; in this case, he might run away 

or be transferred to another plantation. In other instances, the 

Feeder was married to a slave on an adjacent plantation who was 
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subsequently sold to a master in a distant region, severing the 

union of the two. It was also possible that her master would demand 

sexual favors from her. It was common for a very trusted and 

responsible "Mammy" to thus have, in the course of her lifetime, 

several spouses and numerous progeny. Whether or not the family in 

the "big house" underwent similar changes in marriage (instances of 

successive marriages having already been cited after the death of 

one or more mistresses on a plantation), the black Feeder developed 

a resiliency to change and a capacity for nonchalance in dealing 

with both her families. 

Although her chief responsibility in the white household 

was within the kitchen, the Feeder performed additional services 

for the. white family; especially, she was called upon to "mother" 

the white children from infancy. In this role she established bonds 

of deep affection with "her" children which were frequently main

tained long past the time when the children had their own homes; in 

such instances she took a "granny's" pride in their offspring. 

Sometimes to more than one generation, she proved to be a faithful 

ally or champion, occasionally an excuser or petter, and one who 

99 
held up for the "chillun" a certain high accountability. Moreover, 

the Feeder developed a genuine affection for her mistress and master, 

an affection faithfully reciprocated and rewarded. In some 

households, upon the death of a mistress, the master—rather than 
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turn to his kindred—entrusted the care of his orphaned children to 

the Feeder. She might even perform the duties of a wet nurse, 

had she an infant of her own. 

The black Feeder's own children were permitted to accompany 

their mother to the big house until old enough to be assigned to 

regular jobs; there they would play with the mistress's children and 

those of other domestic helpers. As a beneficial side effect, they 

were thus sharers of the white family's food and culture. Often 

the "pickaninnies" would form bonds of affection to the mistress, 

assisting her in the gardens or running errands for her. Of course, 

they were always on call from their natural mother for tasks she 

assigned. Overall, these children along with their mother were 

regarded by other Negroes as the "aristocrats" of the slaves. They 

usually grew into the more favored positions on the plantation and 

sometimes cultivated a superior attitude which caused dissension 

among their own race. Furthermore, living so closely to the whites, 

they overheard discussions of universal topics; and although they 

sometimes misinterpreted what they heard, they were better informed 

t. t- -. 102 than were the other slaves. 
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In her diary Mrs. Catherine Deveraux Edmondston recorded 

the following story illustrating a certain precociousness that one 
black child demonstrated: On an occasion when a visitor to a plan
tation, a white lad named Frank, was playing with two black fellows, 
George and Sharper, Sharper disparagingly lectured George about his 
small size and other inferiorities, ending his spiel with the exclama
tion that he [George] "'warn't worth a hundred dollars!'" Frank 
asked Sharper how much he was worth, and Sharper replied, "'Me? I'm 
worth 500 dollars!'" "'How much am I worth?'" Frank asked, not v/ish-
ing to be outdone in the matter. Immediately came the wise reply. 
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Even though the distinction she garnered often cultivated 

a measure of social difficulty for the black Feeder among her own 

race, she was regarded as wise and potentially capable of rendering 

aid in sickness or other trials. Usually no niggard, the favored 

Feeder shared the food and clothing she was permitted to carry to 

her own cabin. Moreover, it was chiefly through her that holiday 

customs observed in the planter's house were transmitted to the black 

community: stringing popcorn and passing apples among children on 

Christmas eve, for example. Under the black Feeder's tutelage, 

the black women learned to desire and emulate the grandest of all 

Southern white observances, the wedding. Each bride, being given 

permission to marry, prepared wedding and trousseau finery according 

to her ability; the planter's household servants under the joint 

direction of the two Feeders—black and white—organized the 

materials for the celebration well in advance, preparing the kinds 

of food associated with wedding feasts and inviting the whole planta

tion to participate in the festivities. During the war, such cele

brations underwent necessary trimming but were not altogether 

eliminated; for, as Mrs. Edmondston recorded in her diary on 

March 26, 1862, within a week four permissions for weddings were 

granted and one request for materials for the wedding supper 

approved. "So Cupid gave place to Hjnnen in a shorter time than 

"'Lord, Marse Frank, you's white. You ain't worth nothing!'" 
Mrs. Edmondston's anecdote appears in True Tales of the South at 
War, ed. Clarence Poe (Chapel Hill; University of North Carolina 
Press, 1961), p. 108. 
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usual," wrote Mrs. Edmondston; "[b]ut Cuffee [her word for the 

Negro] strips off the elegancies and refinements of civilization 

with great ease. White people would have been months in accomplish-

103 
ing what they have been days about!" 

The black Feeder's position of honor also placed her in a 

bargaining position for other slaves; they might solicit her aid in 

securing a favor from the master or mistress, perhaps a request for 

the preservation of a family unit when a child's sale was imminent, 

or for a special pass to a neighbor's plantation for the purpose of 

visiting kin. In a similar fashion, she might contribute to the 

harmony of the plantation by arbitrating on the side of the master 

or mistress. Her responsibilities gave her an executive's experience 

in personnel management, in problem solving, and in long-range 

planning and budgeting. Moreover, all her adult life she was "a 

working mother," doing all the necessary chores like laundry for her 

family at night after being relieved of similar duties at the big 

house. The skills that she acquired as a consequence of her work 

enabled her more readily to make adjustments after the civil war 

and to survive in a developing technological era. After daily 

balancing two ways of living throughout a lifetime, she was prepared 

to make a transition from a basically agrarian way to an industrial 

one without psychological destruction. Like the white Feeders in 

the more priviliged classes, she relied upon her faith in God, 

taking her happiness and burdens as they came, and lifting her 

spirits with the hymns that she cherished. 

103_,., ,,, 
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CHAPTER III 

ROLE OF THE FEEDER AT WEDDINGS, ANNIVERSARIES, 

BIRTHDAYS, AND OTHER SOCIAL EVENTS 

The foregoing sketches provide an image of the Southern 

Feeder's relationship both to food and to their communities in the 

ordinary patterns; but other patterns already mentioned—holidays, 

recreational, ceremonial, political, et cetera—are worthy of some 

attention. Perhaps the most significant event in any family was the 

wedding. Not only did marriage ensure the continuation of the 

species but also the agrarian way of life; as has been demonstrated, 

the labor of a strong and husband-dedicated woman was essential to 

the success of the ante-bellum Southern culture. 

Certain pre-wedding rites of social significance among the 

upper class were equally valuable; the balls, dances, and parties 

at which the belles were the center of interest. Such events meant 

additional work for the Feeder, but she was aware that a satisfactory 

marriage for her daughters was the one thing that would make their 

lives meaningful; therefore, she perceived the value of the customs 

that called to attention the youthful beauty, grace, and gaiety 

naturally possessed by woman. Moreover, because the Feeder recog

nized that the unique freedom possessed by young women was abnegated 

in favor of the male's superior demands upon marriage, she wished 

46 
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her daughters to enjoy a measure of frivolity and carefreeness that 

would never again be offered to them. In addition, the customary 

system of entertaining the young as established was home-oriented 

and could be shared among many families spread across miles: young 

girls (often accompanied by their domestic servants) would be enter

tained first at one home for a week or more, after which they 

traveled to another home for another series of social events, and 

so on until time to return home. Eventually, their own home would 

be the site of another series of parties. The system enabled 

parents to become personally acquainted with the suitors of their 

daughters; or if their children were sons, it afforded opportunity 

to take inventory of the girls who might one day be members of their 

family. The belles were properly chaperoned in this manner, as well 

as provided with opportunities for courtship. 

Alexis de Tocqueville, assessing from personal observation 

the social system in the South, said that the American girl's 

path was from independence to dependence—she possessed an abode of 

freedom and pleasure in her father's house which she surrendered 

104 
without a struggle for a cloistered existence in her husband's. 

The Marquis de Chastellux may have erred when he claimed that a 

Southern woman's fortune was in her face and that beauty served only 

to find husbands ; for he obviously misunderstood the rites as 

104 
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well as the prerequisites for domestic concord in the South. Because 

a married woman was given so much responsibility in her home, a 

responsibility which might easily determine the degree of her hus

band's prosperity, the choice of a spouse was crucial. The pre

marriage arrangement as thus described was an understood prelude to 

the supreme event of a woman's life; her wedding. The social affairs 

provided for the belle offered an additional benefit in that by 

psychologically preparing a girl to desire the elaborate string of 

ceremonies and its glorious termination, parents could provide more 

guidance in and control over her choice of a mate; an elopement 

would totally eliminate the creation of memories to be cherished for 

... ,. 106 
a lifetime. 

Because of the elaborateness of the wedding, it was often 

scheduled at Christmas, a time when guests would ordinarily be 

released from obligations by prior arrangements and the Feeder 

prepared to house and nourish a large number of persons. George and 

Martha Washington, for example, were wed at Christmas. Even though 

it was not her first marriage, Martha observed the customary wedding 

preparations; her smokehouse and nearby waters provided an ample 

supply of ham and oysters; her servants prepared enormous roasts of 

pork and beef; and for several days before the festivity she and 

her serving women baked cakes and pies, molded desserts, and 

gathered together jams, jellies, condiments, wines and spirits. In 

the numerous Christmas seasons that followed, Martha Washington 

Groves, p. 162. 
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provided the Feeder's services for guests at Mt. Vernon who remained 

not days but weeks! 

If the belle's wedding were scheduled at Christmas, the 

holiday decorations at home and in the church provided a fresh and 

fragrant background for the feasts and the ceremony itself. Churches 

were commonly adorned with evergreens along the aisles and at the 

altar; frequently additional arrangements of fragrant boughs appeared 

in the windows. A Christmas ceremony therefore needed no special 

floral accessories. Because the climate was so mild in the South, 

late blooming flowers that remained in gardens were clipped and 

hoarded by women within a community to share with one another for 

decorations at the homes where weddings were imminent. 

Perhaps it was an inclination toward thriftiness that 

prompted the combination of such ceremonies in the South, possibly 

it was the isolation of each family unit from the others, or perhaps 

it was an intuition on the part of the Feeder that the association 

could merge charity (spiritual duty) with hospitality (physical 

duty). At any rate, it was customary to combine social ceremonies 

in the method described. Included in her diary is Mrs. Catherine 

Edmondston's account of her parents' golden wedding anniversary at 

Christmas in 1860 along with a description of the wedding cake; 

December 8 . . . I hard at work icing a marshmallow cake which 
1 intend to carry to Papa and Mama for their anniversary—their 
golden wedding on the 25th of December. Fifty years married! 
Think of it! But to my cake—it has some of all the good things 
I got from New York in it—as rich as all my cookbooks can make 
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it! But the icing is the point on which I rest my fame! Pure 
white . . . on the top Papa's and Mama's monogram CME surrounded 
with the words "25th Dec 1810" done in pure white couplets—then 
beading of white sugar plums, festoons, etc., on the side of 
the first tier. The second is divided by sugar plums into 
eleven medallions, each medallion containing the initials of one 
of their children.^*^^ 

On the anniversary night itself the honored couple, dressed in 

wedding finery, reaffirmed their wedding vows, the clerg)mian 

"altering the marriage ceremony, making the ring an evidence of past 

happiness and a pledge for future." After receiving the felici

tations of all their family, the couple led in an old fashioned 

contredanse in which everyone participated, even a two-year old. 

Afterwards, the assemblage enjoyed the hearty supper, the table for 

which the women had worked throughout the afternoon to provide with 

all the elegance of the mother's store of china, glass, and silver. 

Of course, the "crowning act" was the cutting of the cake, a cake 

which the father insisted was too admirable to cut. He also affirmed 

repeatedly that the day was the happiest of his life. 

Weddings, anniversaries, and birthdays were the chief personal 

events celebrated within the family under the auspices of the Feeder. 

Principal holiday observances were Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christ

mas, the last one, of course, being the most elaborate. Harnett Kane 

writes that Christmas is "the Southern festival par excellence" and 

that the first clearly recorded Yuletide ceremony in America occurred 

in Virginia; furthermore, the first three states to declare it a 
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112 
legal holiday were also Southern. Slaves were awarded their only 

work free holiday at Christmas, usually a period of six days. Pre

parations for Christmas began long in advance, hog-killing being 

the ritual understood to be the holiday precursor. In the following 

weeks the Feeder and her helpers cracked nuts, seeded raisins, cut 

orange peel, washed currants, and baked fruitcakes, mincemeat pies, 

and puddings; fruitcakes were ripened for days in well-covered boxes. 

113 
Certain tasks the Feeder entrusted to no one but herself. 

Christmas morning itself began with a tradition originating 

among the household slaves and their masters; the slaves tried to 

surprise each of the family with the greeting, "Christmas gift!" 

A coin or small gift prepared in advance would be the award. Slaves 

themselves saved eggs, carved ornaments, or preserved fruit to present 

114 
to their master and his family. After everyone in the household 

was roused—family and guests alike—breakfast was served, a rich 

eggnog being the special early morning treat. At three, Christmas 

dinner was spread on the table—turkey; potatoes; stuffed vegetables; 

oysters or chesnut or cornmeal dressing; gravy; pickled mangoes; 

brandied peaches; hams; roasts; oysters; and after as long as two 

hours, the plum pudding and other desserts. During a lull in the 

feasting, the men remained at the table for wine, nuts, raisins, and 

conversation. Late in the evening, a light supper concluded the 

Kane, pp. 3, 6. 
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day's feeding procedures. The Feeder also supplied exotic food 

treats to be sampled throughout the day, special fare which she had 

ordered from the country store—oranges, coconuts, English walnuts, 

Brazil nuts, Malaza grapes, cheeses, apples, special liquors. The 

plainer Feeders traded hoarded eggs, home-cured hams, possum, nuts, 

and sweet potatoes at the store for their families' holiday treats. 

Peppermint sticks to delight the children were a holiday tradition. 

The slaves' Christmas was equally festive, the principal meal, 

served in the evening, including fried oysters, spareribs, ham, 

pickled pork, and special side dishes of raccoon and possum. Children 

were treated to popcorn and apples in their own cabins. After the 

meal the chief entertainment was the fiddling and dancing that con

tinued for hours, perhaps all night. The white household partook of 

the slaves' merriment from the sidelines during the interlude before 

their own supper. 

Christmas was so special a time for one Southern Feeder that 

she chose it to record her annual reflections about her family's 

life; her record spans a period of sixteen years, beginning on her 

first Christmas as a bride. At the time Mahala Eggleston Roach was 

nineteen and comparatively lonely; she admitted missing her mother, 

brothers, sister, beloved aunts and uncles. Obviously, the transition 

Ibid., pp. 72-74. 
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from Southern belle to matron and her husband's desire to observe the 

holiday in their own home was difficult for her. However, the next 

year Mrs. Roach was a mother herself and directed her energies toward 

supplying the joys of her own "dear ones" rather than contemplating 

her own. By her twenty-seventh year, she was as happy, she wrote, 

as when she herself was a believer of Santa Glaus, providing for her 

own four little "believers" and providing hospitality for business 

associates of her husband, whose only homes were boarding houses. 

"After all," she wrote, "the truest pleasure lies in caring for the 

118 
enjoyment and pleasure of others." In 1856 she wrote, "My 

beloved husband, five sweet children, loving Mother, many dear 

friends, health, wealth and this sweet home, what more can a human 

119 
being wish? Nothing." In 1860 after her husband had died, she 

wrote; "Now, I must think for others . . . though it does make my 

poor children sad to see a cloud on my brow; for their sakes I have 

120 
tried to be cheerful . . . ." The history of Mrs. Roach's 

Christmases is not only an account of holiday gifts and memories, 

of food and merriment, but also a record of her development as a 

gratuitous Southern Feeder. Her diary also records her husband's 

generous provisions for poor families at Christmas, a procedure she 

continued in her widowhood. 

In addition to the joyful familial ceremonies adhered to in 

the South, another was especially significant, the funeral. Whenever 

118 
Mahala Eggleston Roach as quoted by Kane, p. 190. 

119 120 
Ibid., p. 189. Ibid. 



54 

a death occurred—whether the individual were black or white—certain 

honorable obeisances were automatically set in motion. Family members 

hastened home as they could, and the community's Feeders immediately 

undertook the responsibilities of sustaining life in the home of the 

bereaved. In periods of pestilence and disease, women made sojourns 

to the homes of the afflicted within their family unit, nursing the 

ill and assuming or assisting in the work of the Feeder. It was not 

unusual for one of the helpers subsequently to be afflicted by the 

disease herself; but honor demanded that assistance to kin be ren-

121 
dered. When accident, illness, disease, or childbirth resulted 

in death, the family home was soon the site of arriving wagons and 

carriages bearing comforters and baskets of food. Every duty of 

the household was performed by members of the family and friends in 

order to relieve the family Feeder. Likewise, when a death occurred 

among the blacks, proper Christian burial was arranged and offers 

122 

of sympathy were promptly extended. 

Public communal gatherings of which the Feeder's duties were 

an integral part included such country functions as corn huskings, 

log rollings, barn raisings, quilting parties, stump speakings, 

barbecues, picnics, dinner-on-the-grounds, all-day singings, and 

graveyard cleanings. Food at such gatherings was abundant and tasty; 

121 
A happier and more common opportunity for such family 

assistance was the occasion of the birth of a child. 
122 

Material for the development of this feature of the 
Southern woman's activities is derived from the letters contained in 
Myers' edition of the C. C. Jones family's documents previously 
cited. 
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the variety of dishes supplied by the Feeders at one of these events 

provided evidence of a combination of innumerable hours of effort 

and the beneficence of nature. Women who planted the seedlings, 

weeded them, watered them, protected them from heat and wind, and 

eventually harvested, cleaned, cooked them, and finally served them 

in an attractive manner were indubitably attached to the ancient 

rhythms of life and beneficence. Small wonder it was then that the 

South retained a fundamental religious conservatism throughout all 

its classes. 

The South's emphasis on worship and Bible reading and teach

ing led to the development of annual protracted meetings, or "camp" 

meetings in the country. Visiting evangelists developed a kind of 

professionalism as they preached the "thou shalt not" covenants aimed 

at halting smoking, drinking, cursing, card playing, gambling, divorce, 

123 
sexual immorality, drunkenness, and violation of the Sabbath. 

Scheduled at a time after the crops had been harvested, the meetings 

attracted families in wagons and tents who camped out for a week; and 

even townspeople (only 7.8% of the South in 1860 resided in "cities"— 

124 
towns over 4,000 in population ) journeyed out to impress the plain 

125 
folk and to enjoy religion. Odum describes the annual protracted 

meeting as a time of "rejoicing, courting and comfort," remarkable 

for the food served and prepared by the women. The head of the chief 

table was reserved for the "senior preacher." Each day the tables 

^^•^Billington, p. 303. ^^^Ibid., p. 412. 

125 
Odum, The Way of the South, p. 168. 
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were laden with fried chicken, steak, roast beef, mutton, boiled 

vegetables, fresh potatoes, jellies, pickles, jams, pies, cakes, 

egg custard. Watermelons and lemonade, coffee, tea, and milk were 

abundant. Following the serving of food, hymn singing and sermons, 

each day a little more fervent, ensued. The meetings themselves 

were held in a brush arbor tabernacle surrounded by rows of tents, 

and sometimes by permanent cottages made of rough lumber, which the 

wealthier families constructed and to which they carried real bed

steads and feather mattresses for their week's comfort. Odum 

describes the annual meetings as communal expressions of social need 

A ... 1 . 126 
and spiritual aim. 

But as in all things sacred, the profane was likely to 

follow; thus some meetings were accompanied by instances of immorality 

127 
and drunkenness. Clement Eaton suggests that the meetings were 

"orgies [which] performed the function of the later circus or carni

val, bringing excitement and glamor into lives of isolated people, 

128 
furnishing a needed social outlet." Eaton also claims for the 

annual meetings several favorable consequences; they developed hymns 

and tunes that affected American music; they led to a rapid expan

sion of churches in the West as well as in the South; and they gave 

common men training in church government which was practicable in 

129 
self-government. 

^^^Ibid., p. 170. 

127 
Eaton, A History of the Old South, 2nd ed., p. 429. 

128 129 
Ibid. ^Ibid. 
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For the most part, the Feeder, performing the family and 

communal rituals as described in the foregoing pages, was an effectual 

as well as an essential member of the agrarian ante-bellum culture. 

Her community responded to her activities in positive ways, 

exemplifying their need for her, along with their appreciation of her 

generosity. 

Page Smith suggests that woman in her various Feeder-related 

occupations trains society by teaching it small rules of courtesy, 

actions that win, words that assure or welcome; moreover it is these 

small occasions which make up life. Smith also believes that an 

almost exclusive female characteristic is the ability to remember 

trivia: "a birthday remembered is sjrmbol of woman's concern for the 

occasions and ceremonies of life. She devotes herself to conserving 

what needs to be conserved of the past so that man is free to be 

130 
concerned about the future." Furthermore, a feminine capacity 

that is remarkable is her ability to accept and transcend routines 

(perhaps her natural biological rhythms teach her this capability). 

Because routines are natural, woman accepts the fact that they must 

be transcended and puts her will to accomplishing the feat; order 

and harmony she regards as a chief concern. Thus, in her role as 

Feeder, she creates a loving order that enhances the lives of all 

131 
about her. Variety she supplies amid the routine with small acts 

such as placing fresh flowers in a vase, discovering a new method of 

130 
Daughters of the Promised Land, pp. 319-29, passim. 

Ibid., p. 321. 
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preparing a common food, displaying an unexpected embroidery piece, 

or writing a note of consolation. Her own hunger for variety, which 

helps her to achieve the transcendence of the mundane, she finds in 

customs and traditions that bring her into contact with other per

sonalities, especially those which transport her temporarily to 

another environment. Thus her dutiful act of assisting a new mother 

or tending an ill nephew in another household is as beneficial to 

her spirit as it is serviceable to her kinsmen. The act of entertain

ing guests—ever so familiar members of the clan, or strangers from 

distant regions—exposes her to myriad scopes of human intelligence 

and emotion. Even wielding a firm hand over a contrary servant 

impelled by some unfathomable whim is a coveted experience, challeng

ing to the wit and patience and revealing of the substance of self

hood. 

Because the Feeder is life-oriented, disorder and turmoil 

are antagonistic to her system of ethics. Moreover, because the 

Feeder's psychological stimuli are organic and generative, her 

nursing abilities are naturally capable of cultivation. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE FEEDER'S ROLE IN THE CIVIL WAR 

In the foregoing chapter, instances of the Feeder's nursing 

potential were cited within the personal framework of her existence. 

But it was the Civil War which elicited from the Feeder remarkable 

proof of her proficiency in both nourishing and nursing, the skills 

for which a long training had prepared her. Moreover, the boundaries 

of her nourishment roles were broadened as she was required to assume 

what in peacetime were male roles: overseeing the slaves, planting, 

harvesting. Throughout the war women "played a leading role in 

132 

providing a livelihood for themselves and their families"; women 

of the middle class actually plowed the fields, sometimes harnessing 

children to plows when no animals remained. They cut firewood and 

slaughtered hogs. In addition, a segment of the women abandoned 

ordinary female roles altogether in favor of undergoing daring adven

tures as spies. A small number of women disguised themselves as men 

and accompanied their husbands to camp (Mrs. L. M. Blalock and 
133 

Mrs. Amy Clarke were two who saw considerable military action). 

As the war wore on, many women were forced to engage in illicit acts 

132 
Bell Irvin Wiley, Confederate Women, Contributions in 

American History, no. 38 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1974), 
pp. xi-xii. 

"̂̂ •̂ Ibid., pp. 142-43. 
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134 
in order to survive: some in Memphis traded cotton illegally, and 

as a consequence of hunger some poor white women engaged in camp-

135 
follower prostitution. The greatest measure of the Southern 

woman's endurance of and contribution to the war, however, was her 

sustenance of the soldier; she scraped lint for bandages, manufac

tured ammunition, knitted socks, sewed flannel shirts and uniforms, 

made tents—all in her own home; she provided food and shelter for 

the living, nursed the wounded, and buried the dead. Simultaneously, 

of course, she sustained the lives of those people in her home, a 

sustenance accompanied with as many of the traditional amenities as 

circumstances would allow. 

When the war began, the South believed that it would be a 

brief conflict; therefore, the women set about their tasks as they 

might have another sober diversion. They prepared boxes containing 

delectable foods—chicken, ham, cakes, pies, confections, wines; 

dainty toilet appurtenances—china shaving cups, inlaid dressing 

cases; and fine books whose leaves were pressed with blue-eyed 

violets, purple pansies, or a geranium leaf wrapped around an 

1 or 

oleander blossom. Belles joined their mothers in giving tableaux, 

concerts, and dances to raise money for these stores of goods; then 

they wound ribbons of Confederate colors onto their hats and, amid 

the optimistic cheering of crowds, watched the soldiers and boxed 

goods disappear in railroad cars. The boxes they packed thereafter 

1 'Xt 1 '̂  '̂  

Ibid., p. 162. Mcllwaine, pp. 76-80, 

Groves, pp. 212-13. 
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were smaller, bearing cured meats, bread, potatoes, cabbage, dried 

fruits, soda, syrup, homemade shoes, and home-woven garments of 

homespun fabrics. Eventually the boxes ceased to be provided alto

gether, the women calling upon their initiative to provide a trifle 

to hungry, war-worn men. When an exceptional gift of food could be 

managed, it ceased to be offered for the general troops and became 

a personally directed gift to a kinsman. Mrs. Mary Jones, for 

instance, sent her son. Col. Charles Jones, Jr., stationed on James 

Island, a basket of boiled ham, biscuits, butter, green sweet oranges, 

potatoes, some horse-radish, a bottle of blackberry brandy, and a 

few candles on September 9, 1863. On September 13, he wrote to her 

that her basket and another from a cousin had safely arrived: "We 

have not enjoyed such a meal since we have been on the island. . . . 

We are in clover. These kind and substantial remembrances from those 

137 
we love are highly prized at all times . . . ." 

Throughout the war women in the battle zones fed the soldiers 

as they fell back for rest or marched to a new encounter. Clarence 

Poe's book True Tales of the South at War contains a description of 

a "group of ladies standing at the side of the road with buckets of 

milk, or water, or maybe biscuits and ham or butter or cold chicken, 

which they could give over into the hands that would be thrust out 

138 
to receive as the column of half-famished men swept forward." 

Mrs. Edmondston described two sixteen-year-old soldiers in Faison's 

137 
Myers, ed., pp. 1096-98. 

138 
Story related by Berry Benson in True Tales of the South 

at War, p. 21. 



62 

regiment who came to her home begging for something to eat; "It was 

touching to see them eat! When I filled their haversacks with supper 

for to-night, child-like I think their gratitude was more excited by 

the peaches and apples than by the ham and bread with which I crammed 

139 
them." In a letter to her sister which Mary Jones wrote about 

her frequent visits to the military hospitals in Augusta, she con

fided: "I shall long remember the expression of his [a soldier to 

whom she gave blackberry wine] dying eyes as he would fix them 

intently on me. After dinner I went back. Only the narrow, naked 

pine bedstead remained." 

Myriad remarkable accounts of the nursing and nourishing of 

soldiers are recorded in post-bellum publications, and along with 

them just as many valorous records of the Feeder's accomplishments 

among her own families and servants. Other accounts of refugees, 

women and children whose homes were destroyed—obliterated along 

with all the families' belongings as if they had never existed, 

cherished objects carefully transferred from mother to daughter in 

many instances—are rendered just as heroic. As much as the women 

loved their homes and their other possessions, they demonstrated 

that they loved human lives more; repeatedly, the women said they 

could not despair over the loss of things when God had spared them 

a son, a son-in-law, a husband, or many such lives. When it became 

evident that the war would be long and hard, the Feeder adjusted 

139 
Recorded in True Tales of the South at War, p. 126. 

140 
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without complaint to the unusual demands made upon her. Instead of 

three meals a day, she served two; instead of plenty, she served 

sufficient; and when the sufficient was impossible, she somehow 

managed the necessary. Mrs. Edmondston, while recording the fall of 

New Orleans, wrote: "Sugar gone—Texas beef gone—leather—horses— 

all lost to us! Now indeed begins the War of Endurance. Let me 

write the names of my commanders! Endurance—Patience—Cheerfulness— 

141 
Faith—these be the captains under whose banner I enlist." 

Mrs. Edmondston might have listed another commander. Con

trivance; for necessity required that the Feeder contrive ingenious 

methods of coping with the unobtainable. As stored supplies dis

appeared, foreign assistance was denied, and inflation of Confederate 

script escalated, the South was completely dependent upon its own 

resources. In the early period, women continued to think of their 

own wardrobe replacement needs, making gooseberry wine and soap to 

sell in order to buy the necessary fabric; and the belles wove and 

142 
plaited rye straw and palmetto leaves into hats. But after a 

time, the women learned to spin and weave fabrics in order to provide 

clothing for the slaves and themselves; they fashioned shoes for 

their military men and slaves as well. Matches, whale oil, tooth-

powder, shoe polish, sugar, coffee, tea, drugs, paper, and salt were 

among the coimnodities which were in short supply or non-existent. 

The Feeder learned to make tea of sassafras roots, coffee of parched 

141 
Recorded in True Tales of the South at War, p. 118. 

142 
Account of Judith Brockenbroug McGuire, "A Southern Lady 

Endures the Shock of War," in A Southern Reader, pp. 101-102. 
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rye and wheat or browned sweet potatoes, and drugs from poppies. The 

earth beneath smokehouses was scraped to supply salt. Wallpaper 

served as writing paper, and buttons were improvised from seeds. 

Even urine and other nitrogen-charged substances were collected for 

143 

explosives. Across the South, melted down church bells and pre

serving kettles went into the manufacture of ammunition. During the 

era of hardship, women frequently recalled the stories told them 

about comparable experiences of their predecessors, such as the one 

recorded by Mrs. Edmondston: ". . .we must curb our wants. Our 

grandmothers for seven years had no pins—actually dressed with 

thorns! I remember my grandmother used to tell us that in the village 

in which she lived there was but one needle—this sewed everything, 

144 

and went the rounds . . . ." As the war came to an end, respect

able ladies of Savannah were compelled by necessity to bake cake and 

cornbread to sell to the Union soldiers, a fact which must have been 

spiritually annihilating to them after having survived so long so 

K u^ 1^^ honorably. 

The conditions of war were difficult enough; but the Feeder 

also had to depend for help upon the black race, most of whom remained 

dependable and loyal. But loyalty was not universal. Moreover, as 

the war drug on, Yankee troops not only commandeered all the existing 

143 
Account of Dr. Paul Berringer, "The Pinch of Necessity," 

in A Southern Reader, pp. 108-10. 
144 

Recorded in True Tales of the South at War, p. 117. 
145 

Mary Mallard in her journal as recorded in Myers, ed., 
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foodstuffs, wagons, livestock, and poultry but they also lured or 

carried away many of the slaves. Daily searches of the Feeder's 

premises by occupying troops precluded her ability to hide sufficient 

food. What could not be used at the time by Union troops moving 

through a region was destroyed; and the removal of slaves was assur

ance that the domestic foundation of the Confederacy would be 

obliterated. With the numbers of Confederate troops being as 

insignificant as they were, and the other economic and physical 

conditions as poor as they were, the fact that the surrender of Lee 

came so long after the initiation of secession is a statement of the 

power, courage, and faith of the Confederacy, and especially of its 

women. Early in 1865, Mary Jones and a small assemblage of females 

living with her observed the Sabbath by gathering in the kitchen, 

where they "had a pleasant religious service, singing, reading the 

146 
Scriptures, a prayer, and a selected piece on true faith." The 

kitchen and the Feeder were of inestimable value to the officers and 

enlisted men of the Confederacy; the prolongation of the conflict 

depended upon the resiliency and energy of the women as much as of 

the men. The Confederacy's stoic endurance of inestimable hardships 

is testimony to their belief in their cause. 

Suffering was no respecter of class or color during the war. 

When families' homes were destroyed, both blacks and whites became 

refugees. In many instances, slave units were kept intact, moving 

with their owners into a locale where kindred or friends were capable 

146 
Recorded within her journal as printed in Myers, ed., 
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of absorbing them. In other instances, slaves were necessarily 

divided and scattered among families who could house them. Such 

merging of whites and blacks with kinsmen meant increased difficulty 

in feeding and clothing the expanding households. Every scrap of 

fabric, every morsel of food, every seed, every living domestic 

animal, fowl, or wild beast was potentially useful. The survival 

tactics of the planters and farmers along with their servants were 

all of a kind. The hardy white men were all engaged in one way or 

another with the war effort, having to be absent from their homes 

much of the time. There was scarcely a family that did not suffer 

the death of a member. 

Among the poor whites, conditions were equally bad in the 

absence of the males. When the war began, the male of this class 

sometimes became a soldier as a substitute for someone else in the 

community with the understanding that during his absence his family 

would be provided with the necessities. As the war was prolonged, 

of course, conscription demanded his services. His women and 

children, with no stores of food nor servants to assist them, often 

begged for their sustenance from their neighbors. Their lack of 

communal recourse and weak familial ties left them more vulnerable 

to hunger than were the other Confederates; for this reason, the 

poor white soldier often deserted in order to resume the hunting 

which fed his family. Because of the incidence of his hiding from 

recruiters in the impenetrable swamps and backwoods, he gained the 

name "mossback." Moreover, the poor x̂ hite, although better condi

tioned for sleeping on the ground and eating poor rations and being 
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adept at using a rifle, made a poor soldier because he soon lost 

interest in a war that engaged him in drilling and other activities 

in the days between battles. Because he was unwilling to take orders 

from other white men (who, in his mind, were "no better" than he), 

147 
the poor white resisted the traditional recruit's training. 

Near the end of the war, when conditions were desperate in 

the South, self-sacrifice was common. In one instance, an entire 

Virginia community gathered together every morsel of available food 

in order to provide holiday cheer for 35,000 soldiers who had been 

existing on cornmeal and bacon. Chefs at Richmond's Ballard House 

prepared the food that was so carefully collected, put it in barrels, 

and sent it to the front in time for New Year's day. A special 

barrel went to General Lee and his staff; but when General Lee 

received it, he told his men that his portion was to be sent to the 

hospital. Of course, the remainder of his staff sent their share 

along with their commander's. As fine as the supplies were, however, 

a certain number of men received only a meager allotment. A corporal, 

for example, received only a sandwich; but he asked God to bless 

the women responsible for that day's offering; "It was all they 

had. . . . 

147 
Mcllwaine, pp. 76-80. 
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Kane, pp. 211-12. Despite the deprivations and humilia

tions of those years, marvelous accounts of humor and tenderness 
have survived which are connected with the Feeder. In one tale 
recorded by Poe (True Tales, pp. 71-72), an elderly couple were 
accosted within their Virginia home by a group of Union stragglers 
who demanded that the couple turn over whatever money, gold, or 
thing of value they possessed. VJhen nothing was forthcoming, the 
soldiers tied a rope around the old gentleman's neck and threatened 



68 

So treasured were the peacetime observances of holidays that 

during the war the soldiers attempted to emulate them insofar as 

possible. If they could manage to go home for Christmas, there 

would be a family reunion. If not, they would celebrate the day, 

149 
accompanied perhaps only by a bottle of satisfying liquor. An 

old veteran said to a young person as he recalled a war-time 

Christmas, "'Son, nothing was what it looked like on the table. It 

was anything and everything else. But that didn't matter much. We 

had ourselves a time anyhow. You can always manage if you want 

,,,150 
to. '" 

Other tales record the heroism of the Feeder in attaining 

supplies of flour or other necessary goods as she skillfully evaded 

Union forces or bushwhackers. Near the conclusion of the war women 

occasionally walked twenty miles barefooted to claim provisions from 

occupying Union troops in order to feed their starving children. 

Possibly some of the adventures recorded in post-war publications are 

apochryphal, just as some of the battle stories are. But one 

indisputable truth arose from the demanding experiences of the war. 

him with hanging from his own apple tree; alternately, they pulled 
him into the air until he gasped for breath, and then released him 
to the ground. Upon the third instance of the action, the wife, 
having watched from inside the house, walked deliberately into their 
midst and "in a soft, calm voice said: 'Benjamin, dinner is ready.' 
Then turning to the Yankee stragglers she said in the same . . . 
voice, 'We would be much obliged if you would have dinner with us, 
too.'" The half-starved men readily accepted the invitation and 
spared Benjamin. 

149 150 
Kane, p. 198. Ibid., pp. 198-99. 

Groves, p. 218. 



69 

a fact that women had suspected all along—the female could no longer 

be considered inferior to the male because she had satisfactorily 

proven her ability to manage a farm or plantation in the men's 

152 
absence. 

The psychology of the nineteenth century domestic novel, as 

the Feeder had perceived it in ante-bellum days, was pure romance: 

the childlike Elsie Dinsmore (a creation of Martha Finley)—possessor 

of wealth and luxury, extender of generosity and hospitality—who 

managed to rule her father, husband, and children (indeed, the world) 

with "love" rang somehow false. The ante-bellum domestic novel had 

been more popular in the North than in the South; and typically it 

had compensated women's inferiority by demonstrating how to keep a 

good man on the right track through the symbolic value of "a single 

blossom crushed to the heart" or how to bring an erring man back to 

his knees before a woman's chair through her unswerving self-

153 
control. Caroline Howard Oilman's Recollections of a Southern 

Matron has clarified the major learning that the nineteenth century 

female must acquire for a happy life with a male "after the honey

moon" : 

"Her first study must be self-control almost to hypocrisy. 
A good wife must smile amid a thousand perplexities and clear 
her voice to tones of cheerfulness when her frame is drooping 
with disease or else languish alone. . . . Let him know nothing 
of the struggle . . .; thus shall the star of domestic peace 
arise in fixedness and beauty above them and shine down in 
gentle light on their lives. . . ."154 

152 153 
Wiley, p. 178. Papashvily, pp. 177-78. 

Ibid., p. 43. 



70 

This instruction appeared to be superficial in 1860 among the women 

of the Confederacy. The Civil War brought self-knowledge to the 

American female, especially to the one of the South. Her feeder-

oriented role was purified in the war; moreover, her countrymen had 

found her true to her natural calling, and they revered her for her 

strength. 



CHAPTER V 

THE POST-BELLUM AND CONTEMPORARY ROLE 

OF THE FEEDER IN THE SOUTH 

"Today Americans are remarkably alike," stated Grady McWhiney 

in an essay published in 1960. McWhiney's contention is derived 

from the attainment of a mass standardization produced by a wide

spread technology embracing all of the American continent, and 

supposedly erasing all but the most subtle regional differences. 

McWhiney particularly described as consequences of technology the 

cultivation of "progressive and democratic doctrines" that encouraged 

the accumulation of wealth, the extension of suffrage, the develop

ment of a "common man" culture, the paradoxical increase of crime and 

violence with an expansion of religious diversity and conformity, 

1 CfL 

and the erosion of the family unit. By the middle of the twentieth 

century, Americans believed in democracy, success, universal educa

tion, and equal opportunities for all citizens; moreover, they shared 

a common taste for literature, art, music, food, drink, clothing, 

houses, furniture, automobiles, and entertainment. What funda

mentally accounted for this homogeneity was the fact that a "state 

"Reconstruction: Index of Americanism," in The Southerner 
As American, ed. Charles Grier Sellers, Jr. (Chapel Hill: University 
of North Carolina Press, 1960), p. 90. 

^^^Ibid., p. 92. ^^^Ibid., p. 90. 
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civilization" had replaced the folk society in the South, a civiliza

tion that is geared to a civil political organization rather than to 

a familial one. 

The term "civil organization," Howard W. Odum suggests, is 

constituted of a synthesis of the following elements; (1) the 

affiliation of science and invention, with a resultant technology; 

(2) an emphasis upon industrialization and urbanization; (3) intel-

lectualism and cultural specialization; (4) political centralization 

158 
and power; and (5) a totalitarianism associated with a super-state. 

Embedded within this synthesis is the cultivation of unprecedented 

speed, standardization, and achievement; machine economy, assembly-

line efficiency, and new styles of community life; scientific humanism 

(the concept that the intellect is the supreme guide for living and 

that the standard of living is the chief index of social values); 

limitless production, concentration, and enlargement of corporate 

organization; and a system of coercion, regulation, and seculariza-

159 

tion, with power becoming more relevant than human liberty. 

Although the ante-bellum South was beginning to participate in the 

development of industry when it seceded from the Union (for example, 

it had tripled its railroad mileage, much of it to serve cotton 

centers, in the decade before 1860 ), its industrial progress was 

158 
"On Southern Literature and Southern Culture," p. 92. 

159 
Ibid., p. 92. 

Paul M. Gaston, The New South Creed: A Study in Southern 
Mythmaking (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970), p. 59. 



73 

hampered by three things: slavery, the politician, and the preacher. 

Paul Gaston claims that these three were anti-industrial and anti-

urban, the politician proclaiming the existing social state as the 

ideal and the preacher saying that if anyone should doubt what the 

162 
politician proclaimed, this life counts for very little anyway. 

Yet the destruction of the agrarian folk society effected by the 

Union victory in the Civil War was ultimately the impetus for the 

creation of a "new South," one that would, it was believed, share in 

the material prosperity of its conquerors. 

In New Orleans before the war, J. D. B. DeBow's Review had 

called for the South to combine agriculture and industrialism; and 

in North Carolina in 1866, Daniel Harvey Hill published The Land We 

Love, advocating the creation of a diversified agriculture and an 

aggressive industry which would develop the rich natural resources of 

the South. Ironically, the ante-bellum invention of the cotton gin 

had contributed to the retardation of the industrial spirit which had 

begun to gain support in the South, as those in authority—the 

planters—saw new life infused into agriculture and determined that 

they would resist governmental obstruction of their way of life. 

However, small alterations in the Southern work force had already 

begun to occur before secession. White female workers substituted for 

slaves in tobacco factories in Petersburg and Richmond; and in New 

Orleans slaves were replaced by whites as cabmen, draymen, hotel 

•I ̂ o 

waiters, and chambermaids. Historians generally agree that had it 

Ibid., p. 63. Ibid, 

^^•^Phillips, p. 187. 
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been left alone, the South eventually would have abolished slavery 

and cultivated its own industrialism; but the Civil War accomplished 

the abolition immediately, leaving the South no alternative but to 

emulate the practices of the North. But it was a long while before 

the South could attain a measure of independence; the process was 

impeded because the South's developing railroads, iron and steel 

164 
industries, and cotton mills were controlled by Northern investors. 

In addition, the agricultural base which Southerners like Daniel 

Harvey Hill had wished to see given equal development along with 

industry, was in ruin. Finally, the "Negro problem" further darkened 

the future at war's end. 

As early as 1868 Southern spokesmen in favor of industrial 

development were changing their minds; Hill, for example, began 

attacking the "grasping drive for material success" and claimed 

that rapid industrialization was begetting an unrespectable oligarchy 

to replace the venerable landed aristocracy. The ante-bellum 

history of the South is characterized by the attitude as thus 

expressed by Hill. Richard M. Weaver describes the Southerner as a 

"classical man" with an "Apollinian world-outlook"; he is, he con

tinues, a lover of fixed limits who rejects the idea of ceaseless 

,,166 
becoming in favor of "simple accepted statuesque becomness. 

Louis D. Rubin, Jr., describes the Southern ethos as placing reliance 

164^ -^, 165^, ., ^, 
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Regnery Co., 1957), p. 50. 
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upon the values of individuality, self-reliance, and community arts 

rather than upon material goods; within this ethos is the premise 

that while the business of getting and spending is necessary, it 

should not interfere with leisurely living. In contrast, the 

Northern man as viewed by the Southerner is "Faustian," a restless 

striver and yearner after the infinite, a hater of stasis, a reformer 

168 
desirous of making the world over in his own image. What has long 

appeared to the Northern man as Southern indolence has appeared to 

the Southern as a desirable stasis achieved by recognizing the natural 

limits of the universe; furthermore, he sought to preserve a social 

rather than a business civilization: "Who are you?" such proponents 

declared, is more valid than "What can you do?" Even the homily 

"A Southerner never sells what he can eat, and a Northerner never 

eats what he can sell" reflects a general truth. Closely 

connected with these characteristics are those in which John Peale 

Bishop has claimed the South excelled (the two things considered by 

the French to be essential to civilization): a code of manners and 

. . 171 
a native cuisme. 

Despite the South*s reluctance to surrender what it had 

fought a debilitating war to maintain, the industrial growth and 

economic optimism which began in the era of Reconstruction culminated 

"An Image of the South," in The Lasting South, p. 14. 
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in the 1880's in what was for the South a phenomenal development of the 

textile industry. Cotton mills were then looked upon as the economic 

salvation for the masses who had lost independency in farming; but 

because they were willing to work for any price, wages were low, 

housing crude, and law enforcement almost non-existent. In addition, 

these workers were separated from the society of the towns in which 

the mills were located; and between one-half and two-thirds of the 

172 
labor force consisted of women and children. 

During the same period, agriculture suffered under the 

development of what has been termed a more deadly paternalism than 

slavery ever precipitated, namely sharecrop farming. '̂Then the war 

ended, the dearth of white manhood and demise of slavery created an 

abundant supply of jobless Negroes and a remnant of laborless planters 

who attempted to return to farming under a new system. Not all share

croppers x-zere Negroes, however; included among them were the more 

destitute yeomen and poor whites. Under the sharecrop system, the 

sharecropper was provided with a certain acreage and a rent-free 

cabin in exchange for a designated share of the harvest. Obviously, 

the slave had enjoyed a better livelihood; for in his former rela

tionship with the planter, he had received in exchange for his labor 

a subsistence portion of clothing, food, and medical aid in addition 

to his shelter. Because he must provide more of the necessities of 

his living, the sharecropper was dependent upon the credit granted 

172 
Thomas D. Clark and A. D. Kirwan, The South Since Appo

mattox: A Century of Regional Change (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1967), pp. 148-51. 
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to him before harvest by the country store. The merchant, who had 

derived a moderate living in the country store before the war by 

supplying the planter with items which he could not provide for 

himself, turned to the banker for the means to operate his business 

on credit; moreover, he extended credit to the landowner whose own 

cash flow depended upon the productivity of his sharecropping workmen. 

Because the sharecropper was not often self-motivated, and for other 

reasons as well, sharecrop farming was inefficient and less profitable 

than the former agricultural system ubiquitous in the ante-bellum 

South. Under the new system, as Monroe Billington has said, "a chain 

of debt bound tenant, planter, merchant and banker together, and in 

their efforts to extricate themselves, the banker exploited the mer

chant, the merchant exploited the tenant, and the tenant exploited 

173 
the land." Many landowners were forced to mortgage their land; 

and often when mortgages were foreclosed, the merchants became large 

land holders. Also large land holdings were often divided into 

smaller ones and sold by owners who could not afford to hire labor. 

Not until after the depression in the twentieth century in an era of 

advanced mechanization did agriculture in the South begin to be a 

worthwhile enterprise once more. 

In addition to the changes in agriculture and the development 

of industry connected with agriculture, chiefly cotton mills, the 

South experienced other rapid economic transitions in the era of 

Reconstruction: immigrants were introduced to the labor force; and 

173 
The American South, p. 232. 
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exploitation of the land, timber, and mineral resources accelerated. 

With regard to the latter, the abundance of Southern forests attracted 

Northern capital so steadily that in the decade before 1890 forests 

were stripped of desirable stands, and soil damage followed. Billing

ton states that the reckless destruction which occurred between the 

end of the war and 1886, continued without abatement so that by 1920 

174 
the cutover area of the South equalled 60% of the area of Texas. 

Auxiliary industries accompanied lumbering, the manufacture of tur

pentine, paper, and furniture among them. 

Thus it was that, despite the fact that the South did not 

generally desire an industrial revolution, it was forced into one at 

the end of a long, debilitating war that had destroyed its wealth and 

its men. It is not remarkable that after Reconstruction a "cult 

of the lost cause" developed which depicted in articles published 

in Southern magazines the happier events of the ante-bellum culture, 

commemorated the memory of valiant soldiers in monuments, cultivated 

patriotic societies and memorial celebrations, and composed songs 

and verses in honor of the heroic past. The plantation novel was 

popular after the war because people throughout the United States 

were on the move and registering a degree of homesickness; especially 

did women—who were required to make a new home in conditions con

siderably less desirable than hitherto and who dreamed of a bigger 

farm, a finer home, and more lovely furnishings—find a vicarious 

satisfaction in reading about more graceful days. 

Ibid., p. 262. Billington, pp. 8-9. 

Papashvily, p. 175. 
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A special social result of the industrialization of the South 

was the decline of the Feeder role as a unique feature of Southern 

culture. For example, the stability of the home, by which the Feeder 

role was chiefly fostered, was quickly weakened after the war by the 

displacement of women from the Southern home. It was the first 

step in "the erosion of the home," according to McWhiney, which 

occurred as one of the consequences of technological revolution. 

The ensuing movement was essentially away from the personal and 

gratuitous to the collective and commercial, and accompanying the 

change was the removal of much of the graciousness and sense of well 

being formerly known. 

A full century separates modern commercial feeding from the 

personal rites as described in the preceding chapters, when the 

Feeder in the planter's home was personally acquainted with those 

whom she fed and they, in turn, offered to her their faculties in 

regard to conversation and entertainment. By the decade of the 1960's 

feeding habits all over America included a high ratio of daily meal-

taking in commercial establishments in no way comparable to the family 

dining room or kitchen in Southern ante-bellum days. And though at 

the time when William Faulkner and Flannery O'Connor had ceased to 

write, the final degradation in feeding patterns had not yet occurred, 

they were imminent. The grotesque and perverse occurrences con

nected with feeding that are recorded in these two writers' fiction 

is not so obscene as some of the techniques of commercial feeding 

that treat the table like a gasoline pump and human entities like 

scarcely pausing automobiles from which a command of "Fill 'er up" 
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is obeyed for a certain price. The modern practice of a consumer's 

shouting into the mouth of an electronic plastic clown an order for 

"a hamburger and fries" from inside an air-conditioned automobile, 

its seats covered in plush velvet and its dashboard equipped with 

stereophonic AM-FM radio and eight-track magnetic tape players, is 

a ridiculous parody of forfeited feeding rituals. Furthermore, at 

the same time that the observances of feeding have changed, the food 

and its relationship to the Feeder and the consumer have altered 

as significantly. Whereas there had existed a direct connection 

between the ante-bellum Feeder and the food she served, that connec

tion has progressively been destroyed. Today the farmer who culti

vates the food with machinery is separated by miles and countless 

other middle-men from the one who eventually consumes the food; 

moreover, synthetic additives—intended to preserve or color or in 

some other manner enhance the foodstuffs—so transform the taste and 

appearance of food that it may be totally unidentifiable to the 

discriminating consumer. Science and industrialism have thus com

bined with salesmanship to alter the entire procedures of feeding. 

Today agriculture is "agribusiness," an industry having three com

ponents; "the input-processing industry," "the farm itself," and 

"the food-processing industry." In addition, the commercial 

preparation and serving of food through restaurants (a term which 

includes cafeterias, drive-ins, dining room services in hotels and 

Earl 0. Heady, quoted in The Unsettling of America; 
Culture and Agriculture, by Wendell Berry (San Francisco; Sierra 
Club Books, 1977), p. 164. 
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motels, air terminals, hospitals, factories and other institutions or 

industries—in short, every establishment operating for the purpose 

of providing food for payment) complements, or substitutes for, 

traditional meal-taking in the home. 

Perhaps the last major effort to arrest the momentum of 

industrialization offered in the South was that of twelve Southerners 

at Vanderbilt who in 1930, says George Brown Tindall, made a direct 

contribution to social history as well as to literature in their 

178 
collection of essays published in I'll Take My Stand. These 

"agrarians" expressed their revolt against the "modernity that 

crowded out tradition" and against the philosophy of secular progress 

that nurtured liberalism, pragmatism, relativism, and centralization 

of authority, many of the elements of the civil organization men

tioned earlier originating in Reconstruction and perpetuated after 

179 
the removal of Northern forces. These critics called for a 

reconstitution of the best elements of agrarian society wherein the 

traditional amenities (many of them fostered by the Feeder) were 

coveted: personal relations, manners, conversation, hospitality, 

leisure, family life, religion, culture, art. These twelve 

"idealists"—Donald Davidson, John Crowe Ransom, Allen Tate, Robert 

Penn Warren among them—made a "prophetic warning of what might be 

178 
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in store if the headlong exploitation of natural resources and the 

unthinking mechanization and dehumanization that accompanied untamed 

180 
industrialism were not honestly acknowledged and confronted." 

Their advice was to control the drift toward dehumanization and its 

accompanying evils by an act of will, by considering human values for 

their own sake and by determining events rather than by permitting 

those events to determine mankind. 

Their advice generally went unheeded, of course. As early as 

the era just after the Civil War when Northern investors controlled 

Southern industry almost exclusively, any movement of humanitarian 

instigation slanted toward the reduction of industrial production 

for the sake of workers was rejected in favor of profit. The cheap 

labor available in the South, after all, was the decisive factor in 

most instances for the investment of capital in the region. Exploi

tation of human resources, therefore, became a continuous pattern 

that contributed to the evolving growth of a civil organization. 

Wendell Berry's recently published book The Unsettling of 

America traces, particularly with reference to the South, the 

problems of America's modern age to the loss of its agricultural 

base. In an early chapter. Berry reveals the part that industrial 

development and salesmanship have combined to play in the removal of 

the people from the land and the eventual destruction of man's sense 

1 orj 

Louis D. Rubin, Jr., "Introduction," I'll Take My Stand; 
The South and the Agrarian Tradition, by Twelve Southerners (New 
York; Harper and Brothers, 1930; reprint ed., Baton Rouge; Louisiana 
State University Press, 1977), p. xix. 
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of universal order. Berry describes the average wage-earner (whom 

he calls a "certified expert") in the following sketch; 

[He] ought to be the happiest of mortals . . . he earns more 
money in a year than all his great-grandparents put together. 
Between stints at his job he has nothing to do but mow his lawn 
with a sit-down mower, or watch other certified experts on 
television. At suppertime he may eat a tray of ready-prepared 
food, which he and his wife (also a certified expert) procure 
at the cost only of money, transportation, and the pushing of a 
button. For a few minutes between supper and sleep he may 
catch a glimpse of his children, who since breakfast have been 
in the care of education experts, basketball or marching-band 
experts, or perhaps legal experts.1^1 

As a "certified expert" modern man has been trained to do one job; 

he is a "specialist." He has but two concerns in life, to make money 

and to entertain himself; but he habitually turns to "certified 

experts" trained even for entertaining him. And he is not happy, 

but uneasy. 

Berry also considers the modern home as having a destructive 

influence because of the remoteness of it from the place where its 

occupants work, and because, as he says: "it is a generalization, 

a product of factory and fashion. . . . Once, households were pro

ducers and processors of food, centers of their own maintenance, 

adornment, and repair, places of instruction and amusement. People 

were born in these houses, and lived and worked and died in them. 

182 
Such houses were not generalizations." Berry is among others who 

believe that the severance of man from nature has caused much psychic 

damage among mankind. As early as 1939, a call was being issued for 

"conscientious cooks who feel called of God to make the preparation 

"Introduction," p. 20. Ibid., pp. 52-53. 
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183 
and serving of good food their high vocation." In 1972, an 

article in Vogue maintained that because American women try to live 

like eighteenth century aristocrats but are without servants, they go 

regularly to restaurants, and diet in order to avoid bothersome 

breakfasts and lunches. Furthermore, the writer of this article 

suggested that women must be taught to touch foods once again: if 

touch were reawakened, the other senses might regain their first 

184 
strengths. Citing another problem common among Americans in 

1970, James L. Breeling said that habitual reliance upon snacks as 

substitutes for meals has blurred the distinction between them and 

meals, making it necessary for industry to enrich and fortify natural 

foods in order to counteract the unfavorable effects; he claims that 

fabricated foods may eventually become so acceptable that they will 

185 
not be identified with natural foods at all. 

The corruption of traditional eating habits as it is known 

today is inseparable from the developing industrial culture of the 

twentieth century. Separation and divisiveness in every avenue of 

life have accompanied the changes. Alienation and isolation of indi

viduals from nature and from other human beings is the ultimate 

effect of the destruction of the communal ethos as it was known in 

an agriculturally related society. The fact that farming has become 

183 
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"agripower" that produces "agridollars" (terminology used by the 

U. S. Department of Agriculture) is indicative of the philosophy 

current today: farming is big business requiring substantial capital 

investment and large areas of land. With all of its machinery being 

power driven, agriculture is essentially only as productive as 

petroleum power is plentiful; for "horsepower" has replaced horses, 

mules, and men. Farming is now an industry performed by operators 

of machinery who cultivate crops from inside air-conditioned tractors, 

and who apply insecticides and fertilizers without ever "stepping on 

186 
the land." The industrial culture has thus insured the separation 

of both the husbandman and the Feeder from nature. In fact, the 

farming family in 1975 typically bought "frozen, packaged, and ready-

to-serve foods from the supermarket rather than consuming products 

187 
raised and prepared on the farm." 

The resulting urban culture is, in Cleanth Brooks's words, 

in danger of becoming inhuman: "we are in danger of losing the idea 

of community altogether. We are moving in fact toward atomization, 

188 
everybody a number in an IBM machine." Thomas D. Clark and 

A. D. Kirwan have said that the suburban pattern of housing whorls 

broken by shopping centers and chain stores has forced the South into 

186 
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a standard pattern of existence that leaves little room for the 

creation of individuality. They point to "omnivorous bulldozers," 

city planners, traffic engineers and zoning authorities as agents 

189 
of chaos, corruption and confusion. C. Vann Woodward calls the 

urbanization of the South the Bulldozer Revolution, the bulldozer 

symbolizing the machine-age alteration by blade of all areas, its 

favorite area being that in which the city meets the country. Wood

ward says that the bulldozer's speed, disregard for obstacles, 

heedless methods, demolition, and construction signify its charac

teristic demolition of. the old to make way for the new: "it is the 

advance agent of the metropolis—it encroaches upon rural life to 

190 
expand urban life." Clark and Kirwan have suggested that at the 

moment when the manuscript of I'll Take My Stand was heading to the 

publisher in the North, the old Agrarian South was expiring; and 

that by 1940 the South's industry was twice as valuable as its agri

culture and by 1945 there was no agrarian South for Southerners to 

191 
return to even if they had wanted to do so. As a result of the 

mechanization of farming and of the development of industry, Clark 

and Kirwan record that hundreds of thousands were forced to move from 

the land into towns. Clifford Dowdey, writing in The Lasting South, 

explains that the consequent rise of the lower classes turned loose 

189 
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in power those who were removed from the traditional Southern life; 

and those who had not desired "the American dream" because it included 

the mass man, mass entertainment, mass education, and mass standards 

were eclipsed, a certain graciousness and high sense of personal 

192 
honor associated with them thereby being forfeited. Especially 

significant among the virtues that were forfeited were those of the 

traditional Feeder. 

The ante-bellum Feeder, as described in chapter one, provided 

a favorable psychological experience for those at her table. The 

ante-bellum plantation master participated in the same psychology 

when he provided holiday celebrations that featured feasting for his 

slaves; a number of masters also rewarded slaves for their good 

193 
behavior with special suppers. Sometimes, however, food figured 

in the punishment of slaves. An Arkansas planter gave his slaves a 

dinner every Sunday, requiring the ones on the punishment list to 

serve the others while being excluded from eating. A Maryland 

tobacco planter forced a runaway slave after recapture to eat at the 

table with the white family, but the slave was too miserable to enjoy 

194 
his meal. Universally, the denial of food to prisoners bespeaks 

of the manner in which food is used as a means of aggression, espe

cially in a war. The horrors of prisoner of war camps are typically 
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reflected in emaciated bodies. Sometimes food is used as a substitute 
r 

for some greater emotional or psychological need. 

Recognizing the symbolic value of the feeding processes, the 

Southern Feeder in the ante-bellum culture made meal-taking a con

scious act in her household. Her descendants in the present civil 

organization, however, have gradually become severed from the Feeder's 

patterns and have forfeited an awareness of the symbolism attached to 

meals. As a consequence, the healthful nurturing formerly provided 

at the table has been severely reduced or destroyed by the artificial 

network of substitutes imposed upon most households while the sense 

of well-being formerly cultivated at meal time has been eroded. One 

of the reasons for the establishment of the new patterns is the inci

dence of women working outside the home, a condition that originated 

during the era of Reconstruction, when of necessity. Southern women 

were employed in mills and .factories or sought domestic service in 

the homes of other families. A small group of women converted their 

homes into boarding houses or offered their dining rooms to the public, 

thereby supporting themselves and their dependents by the practice of 

the skills of the Feeder. 

Eventually, as industrialization was increased, heads of 

households, encouraged by scientific discoveries that produced good 

wages, were propelled toward material accomplishment rather than 

toward human development within the home, thereby reducing the func

tion of the urban home to that "of a crossroads bus station wherein 

people tarried briefly between more important matters"; William Henry 
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Chafe describes the homemaker in such a home as a caretaker of tran-

195 
sients. 

Alteration among rural families was equally dramatic. Perhaps 

no one so romantically nor so pleasingly describes the shift from the 

nineteenth century agrarian folk household to that of the twentieth 

century farm family than does Andrew Nelson Lytle in "The Hind Tit," 

one of the essays in I'll Take My Stand. In this essay, Lytle care

fully delineates the rhythms of a farming family's day from sunup 

until bedtime during its independent era, before the farmer's effort 

to industrialize farming: it is a charming picture of a closely-knit 

family complete with a quaint, pipe-smoking grandmother, its whole 

delineation evocative of Goldsmith's Auburn before the "rural virtues" 

left the land. The bounty of the table Lytle describes as the result 

196 

of "a complicated art," each meal "a victory over nature." He 

describes the Feeder's skills and the family's relatedness in delib

erate strokes: 

The fire must be kept at the right temperature (without a thermo
meter) , or the bread won't rise; too much lard, or too little, 
will spoil the pastry; and since the test of all cooking is the 
seasoning, which can never be reduced to exact rules but is 
partly intuitive, too many pinches of salt may ruin the dish. 
The farmer's wife learns to satisfy the tastes of her particular 
family, but she can never set two meals on the table exactly 
alike. She never overcomes nature; her victories are partial, 
but very satisfying, for she knows her limitations. . . . 

The midday meal . . . has a great deal of form. It is, in 
the first place, unhurried. Diners accustomed to the mad, bolting 
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pace of cafeterias will grow nervous at the slow performance of a 
country table. To be late is a very grave matter, since it Is 
not served until everybody is present. . . . The family are 
together with their experiences of the morning to relate; and 
merriment rises up from the hot-steaming vegetables, all set about 
the table, small hills around the mountains of meat at the ends, 
a heaping plate of fried chicken, a turkey, a plate of guineas, 
or a one-year ham, spiced, and if company is there, baked in 
wine. A plate of bread is at each end of the table; a bowl of 
chitterlings has been set at the father's elbow; and pigs' feet 
for those that like them. . . . 

The dishes of food are peculiarly relished. Each dish has 
particular meaning to the consumer, for everybody has had some
thing to do with the long and intricate procession from the ground 
to the table . . . this particular meaning . . . settles into the 
subconscious and becomes implicit in the conduct of the house-
hold.197 

Lytle then contrasts this family with its counterpart in the era of 

progressive or industrialized farming after good roads have induced 

the farmer to exchange his wagon and his mules for a truck and a 

tractor, thereby throwing a son or two out of work. Everything has 

changed: 

. . . Time is money now, not property, and the boys can't hang 
about the place draining it of its substance, even if they are 
willing to. They must go out somewhere and get a job. If they 
are lucky, some filling station will let them sell gas, or some 
garage teach them a mechanic's job. . . . 

He [the farmer] next buys a truck. The gals wanted a car, 
but he was obdurate on that point, so he lost them. They went to 
town to visit kin, then gradually drifted there to marry or get 
a job. The time comes when the old woman succumbs to high-
pressure sales talk and forces him to buy a car on the installment 
plan. By that time he is so far gone that one thing more seems 
no great matter. 

He then has three vehicles which must be fed from the oil 
companies, several notes at the bank bearing interest, and pay
ments, as regular as clock strokes, to be made on the car. 

. . . He has installed a Delco-plant. Besides giving 
illumination it pumps his water, turns the churn, washes the 
clothes, heats the iron to press them, and cooks the victuals. 
If his daughters had not already moved away, he would have had 

•'•̂ Îbid., pp. 220, 225-26, 227-28. 
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to send them, for Delco has taken their place in the rural 
economy. The farmer's wife now becomes a drudge. As the mainstay 
of the structure she was content to bear the greatest burden, but 
now she grows restive. She has changed from a creator in a fixed 
culture to an assistant to machines. •1"8 

Machines have transformed the entire household into a mechanical 

marvel, unpaid for except by the loss of humanity, the dignity of both 

the farmer and the Feeder, and the continuity of a way of life. 

Still other factors contributed to the changing patterns of 

familial life: the psychology of America in the post-war twenties, 

coupled with the acceleration of automobile ownership, gave birth to 

a new industry which was permanently to change the image of woman 

from "mother of the nation" to "sexy saleslady." This new industry— 

commercial advertising, or "salesmanship"—complemented every other 

industry extant or yet to come. It grew rapidly and created a gargan

tuan habit of consumerism, profitable for industries and services 

alike. The "flapper" with her exposed arms and legs and her boyish 

haircut was among the first females to be used by the advertisers to 

suggest that sexual fulfilment, love, and a happy home life were the 

by-products of purchasing whatever article was being peddled— 

199 
automobiles, liquor, cigarettes, automobile tires, or toilet tissue. 

However, the psychology of advertising salesmanship in the 

twenties had a circular effect. First, the female was exploited in 

order to create a market for the male. At the same time, women 
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consumers were made to believe that they could create or maintain a 

high degree of desirability through the consumption of certain cosme

tics, clothing, and other retail items, which would win for them—or 

retain—husbands. The effect of this advertising was that the sexy, 

liberated female was transformed into the wholesome mother and house

wife, who in turn required additional commodities for housekeeping. 

From the fenders of automobiles back into the kitchen was a psycholo

gical straight line of salesmanship demonstrating the ethos of 

Cheerful Consumption. By the end of the twenties, two-thirds of the 

national income went directly into the cash registers of retail 

200 
stores. 

Whereas women had formerly been skilled in the production of 

many of the commodities they used in creating homes for their families, 

in the twenties they were obliged to develop shopping expertise; and 

a degree of managerial skill was necessary for making wise purchases. 

Housewives were vulnerable to the sophisticated advertising campaigns 

"which used women's fears and insecurities, already intensified by the 

disintegration of traditional roles, to make them seek fulfillment 

through purchases"; furthermore, as housewives became more isolated, 

they became "more susceptible to external manipulation than people in 

201 
close communities." Because industrialization removed most husbands 

from their homes and destroyed the former cooperation between them and 

Rosalyn Baxandall, Linda Gordon, and Susan Reverby, comps. 
and eds., America's Working Women: A Documentary History—1600 to 
the Present (New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1976), p. 223. 

201 
Ibid. 
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their wives, women began to rely upon husbands only for the money they 

contributed to the housekeeping processes, rather than for their 

skills and authority. At this time, the family ceased to exist as an 

economical unit in the traditional sense. The partnership of spouses 

was no longer unified organically with the home and the land whereon 

it stood. 

The two World Wars, and the Depression sandwiched between 

them, also contributed to the alteration of the Southern home, parti

cularly in regard to the Feeder's role, as did the developing civil 

organization, which linked the South to the national social patterns 

generated early in the twentieth century by the invention of the 

automobile, the development of highways and attendant services, and 

the related growth of Southern cities. By the end of World War II 

working women—married as well as single—had become an integral part 

of the economic base of society that could no longer be manipulated 

back and forth from the marketplace to the home. Moreover, the 

extended family which was common in the nineteenth century was 

replaced by the nuclear family; and instead of the family's being 

gathered around a table having a long, chatty meal (as in a Norman 

Rockwell painting), it ate in a series of snacks on the run, indivi

dually, and often standing up. The average family dined together 

only two or three times a week, and the average duration of such 

202 
meals was twenty minutes. 

202 
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The alteration in living habits in the South as well as in 

the rest of the nation created a diversity of consumer demand in rela

tion to the kitchen. Frozen dinners (including those abominations, 

the "T.V. dinner") complete in one tray or packaged as individual 

entrees permitted each member of the family to eat what he wanted 

when he wanted it without any help from Mother. "Junk food" such as 

potato chips and snack crackers began to absorb many dollars of the 

household budget. While in the late thirties less than half the food 

purchases were processed, in the sixties the ratio was seventy 

203 
percent and rising. In 1958 the Sara Lee Company sold over nine 

million dollars' worth of frozen bakery items; in 1967 the same 

company sold over seventy million dollars' worth (in 1968 this company 

had a freezer larger in area than a football field that stored 

7.8 million cakes at a time)! 

Within the civil organization of the South, the Feeder's 

occupations as previously known have been displaced to a significant 

degree by a network of feeding patterns both intricate and symbolic. 

Within the network are several concerns: the nature of the foods con

sumed both within and without the home; the manners attached to the 

serving of the food; the agent which prepares the food; and the site 

of the feeding. The principal concern of the consumer nowadays is 

that the body be energized. Three qualities are commonly attached to 

203 
"A New Revolution in the Kitchen," U. S. News, 64 

(Feb. 19, 1968), 69. 

Ibid., p. 70. 
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the commercial surrogate Feeder, which has in effect replaced the 

traditional Southern Feeder: it is available upon demand (often 

instantly); it is in some degree synthetic, artificial, or mechanical; 

and it is purchased. While human beings may be associated in the 

processes of feeding, they lack the connection to food and those 

being fed that was formerly possessed by the Feeder in her relation 

to the processes of meal-taking. 

Prior to the Civil War, three types of commercial feeding 

establishments were socially significant in the South, two associated 

with travelers moving to and from urban regions, and one with the 

agrarian community itself; hotels, railroad eating houses, and the 

country or small town store. The hotels and eating houses were 

erected wherever the railroads were laid in order to serve the needs 

of travelers temporarily displaced from home. The only commercial 

feeding site of communal interaction, the country store, was a wonder

ful cross-roads trading station which "quickly became the heartbeat 

205 
and pulse" of Southern business. Thomas D. Clark's study Pills, 

Petticoats and Plows provides a cataloguing of the various products to 

be found within its walls; but even more important than his preserva

tion of that kind of history, Clark describes the communal interaction 

enjoyed there. The country store was the center of the distribution 

and assimilation of news, the site of political debate, a place to 

tell tall tales and crack jokes. Saturday was the biggest business 

day of a normal week, when families coming to town from the back 

205 
Clark, Pills, Petticoats, and Plows, p. 32 
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country traded chickens, ducks, geese, and perhaps some venison for 

staples and lingered for dinner at the country store. "Southern 

fried chicken and hot biscuits were commonplace when compared with 

the fare of the counter," says Clark; in the store the rural folk 

first tasted "bought" prepared foods: cove oysters, sardines, salmon, 

206 
and link sausages. Sardines and salty crackers became a country 

store staple. In the words of Clark, "a can of cove oysters with a 

handful of crackers, a bottle of pepper sauce and a nickel's worth 

of cheese was a Christmas dinner in July for a customer who was fagged 

207 
out on 'steady' rations." Naturally, a jug of liquor would turn 

up among the patrons; and on Saturday night, the younger countrymen 

might engage in some degree of yelling or brawling. 

The counterpart to the crossroads store in the small town was 

equally communal. The merchant customarily provided firewood to 

families who made prolonged shopping trips by wagon to trade for 

food, clothing, cooking utensils, medications, and in certain seasons, 

onion sets, Irish potatoes (for planting and eating), and vegetable 

seeds. Eating the unusual food fare selected inside, families camped 

out near the store, possibly sheltering themselves inside during 

poor weather. One veteran merchant claimed that his store was "where 

we put clothes on anything that had a back to wear them between the 

cradle and the grave, crowded their feet into something to keep them 

off the ground, and rammed food down everything that had a gullet to 

208 
swallow it." Both the town and crossroads stores were characterized 

^^^Ibid., p. 44. ^^^Ibid., p. 45. ^^^Ibid., pp. 33-34. 
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by the rural atmosphere, and both provided a communal center for trade 

and visitation. The town store sometimes provided an empty room 

upstairs for special public gatherings. Until after the turn of the 

century, the store remained the chief commercial feeding center in the 

South. 

As mobility accelerated, an increasing number of meals were 

taken outside the home. The development of automobile manufacturing 

and the construction of good roads and highways were inextricably 

linked together; and along with them developed automobile agencies, 

filling stations, repair garages, the trucking industry, and a 

remarkable diffusion of establishments for eating and sleeping. At 

the same time, the automobile and highway system generated additional 

urban growth. The cycle creating new products, new services, new 

consumerism, and new cities appeared to be unlimited. 

Tourism expanded in the twenties as credit purchases provided 

the rising lower class opportunity for travel; roadside diners and 

lunch stands sprang up beside the highways, catering to the appetites 

of strangers. It was within these small establishments that the 

"short order" menu's popularity was initiated; barbecue, tamales, 

hot dogs, chili, hamburgers, ice cream, cider, coffee, and of course 

Coca-Cola (a Southern concoction) were standard offerings. A pre

decessor of this business was the drug store soda fountain that 

served a more nutritious quick lunch of sandwiches, soup, and ice 

cream, primarily to workers in nearby shops and offices. 

Prior to World War II, the highway was perhaps the most sig

nificant symbol of change in the South. Clifford Dowdey perceives it 
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as a symbol of the new age's lack of value; in order to accomplish 

convenience, the Southern countryside "was denuded of its character 

and natural beauty, providing a uniform ugliness between the efficient 

service stations and quick service eating places that constructed a 

209 
vacuum between two worlds." Moreover, Dowdey claims that the 

highways suggested that the destination is more important than the 

experiences along the way. The Southerner had formerly considered 

the journey of life all important and had "fiercely loved every detail 

210 
of the land on which his journey lay." Clarence E. Cason, writing 

in Culture in the South, concurs with Dowdey, saying that the South 

had traditionally placed intuition above convention and had respected 

211 

native patterns. Perhaps a more adequate assessment of the altera

tion is made by Louis D. Rubin, Jr., writing in The Faraway Country; 

he assesses the era as the period in which the South was in the 

process of breaking away from the old concept of community and the 

fixed patterns of a society in which inherited beliefs and accustomed 

212 
roles were central to the individual's identity. The Southerner 

was becoming m.ass-oriented, imitative, and standardized; moreover, 

he was losing the ability to be a critical consumer. In the for

feiture of this discrimination, the Southerner was corrupting his 

own character and abandoning his freedom. 

209 
Dowdey, "The Case for the Confederacy," pp. 28-29. 

Ibid., p. 29. 

211 
"Middle Class and Bourbon," p. 500. 

212 
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Today, two-thirds of the food consumed in the home is either 

canned or packaged, cake mixes provide the base for dessert recipes 

and soups for those of sauces, and ready-to-eat desserts are gradually 

replacing the mixes. Home-cooking has been usurped by the convenience 

food—canned, freeze-dried, frozen, condensed, compressed, pulped, 

dehydrated, enriched, fortified, irradiated and synthetic. And at 

the same time, more meals are eaten outside the home than ever before, 

the Feeder relying upon the services of a variety of commercial 

feeding institutions ranging from the school cafeteria where the 

younger children eat lunch to the fast food restaurant, which feeds 

individuals of all ages and socio-economic backgrounds throughout the 

day and most of the night. Especially since World War II the commer

cial feeders have shared the responsibilities of the Feeder; families 

eat together or apart in diverse restaurants ranging from the fast 

food industry's varied assortment of establishments serving hamburgers, 

fried chicken, roast beef, fish and chips, pizza, et cetera. Couples 

dine in the evening in dinner theaters, theme restaurants, revolving 

dining rooms atop towers, country inns, and private clubs. 

The National Restaurant Association reported in 1977 that 

Americans spent one of every three food dollars away from home, and 

213 
that the figure was expected to rise to two of every five by 1980. 

Consumer Reports predicted that Americans will eat half their meals 

213 
John Cuniff, "Americans Continue to Eat Out With Gusto," 

Abilene Reporter-News, August 17, 1977, sec. A, p. 9. 
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214 
out by 1980 if the trend continues. And if other studies are any 

indication, those meals which are eaten at home will be about three-

fourths artificial. Moreover, they will be hybrid anomalies: plastic-

pouched frozen vegetables micro-waved for two minutes to accompany a 

steak that may or may not be frozen—a fresh one will be prepared in 

about half the time of a frozen one (four to five minutes)—and a 

micro-wave-defrosted Sara Lee dessert. 

The distancing of natural foods from the consumer and the 

continuous distortion of food along with the creation of artificial 

ones suggests the falsity of much of our culture. When the word 

culture was removed from agriculture, the bureaucracy in Washington 

replaced it with the word business. That substitution is symbolic of 

what occurred in the South when a technological civil organization 

replaced an agrarian folk culture. And the feeding patterns that 

succeeded those under the auspices of the Southern Feeder demonstrate 

with considerable substance the psychological movement toward regard

ing the human with its unspeakable and mysterious soul as merely a 

machine with a certain degree of intelligence that can be manipulated 

and exploited for the sake of dollars. 

214 
"How Nutritious Are Fast-Food Meals?" Consumer Reports, 

40 (May 1975), 278. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE ROLE OF THE FEEDER IN THE FICTION OF FAULKNER 

AND O'CONNOR: THE BASIC PATTERNS 

A. Yoknapatawpha County; Civil War, 
Reconstruction, and After 

William Faulkner's Yoknapatawpha County, as one critic 

observes, is populated with recognizable human beings, so "fully 

rendered" that his readers "know completely their speech, dress, food, 

215 
houses, manners, and attitudes"; furthermore, as Robert Penn Warren 

has commented, "'No land in all fiction lives more vividly in its 

216 
physical presence than this mythical country.'" 

Life in Yoknapatawpha is recorded by Faulkner from the earliest 

days of "daring settlers who founded the old Southern houses" and 

217 

established "a feudal order which was destroyed in the Civil War" 

through an intermediate period of disorder in a technological society 

that has its beginning in the Reconstruction. The Civil War repre

sented to Faulkner a form of resistance to the regimentation of the 

215 
Arlin Turner, "William Faulkner, Southern Novelist," 

Mississippi Quarterly, 14 (Summer 1961), 118. 
216 

Quoted by Turner in "William Faulkner, Southern Novelist,' 
p. 118. 

217 
Millar MacLure, "William Faulkner: Southsayer of the 

South," Queen's Quarterly, 58 (Autumn 1956), 336. 
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218 
mechanized modern life; for in the ante-bellum era the land, the 

animals that collaborated with man, and man himself, were intertwined 

in a special familial relationship, in which the family was the chief 

social unit, independent and integrated. In the center of the family, 

furthermore, the matriarch—of necessity—cultivated enduring life

lines among the family members, assuming among others the qualities 

of the Feeder as described in earlier chapters of this study, and 

achieving at the same time a place of honor in society. The changes 

already described inaugurated in the South during the Civil War are 

also closely mirrored within Faulkner's clans—particularly the 

Sartorises and Compsons—who act and react to the violence of war, 

occupation, and reconstruction. Two strong Feeders emerge from the 

Sartoris clan—Rosa Millard and Virginia DuPre, both imaginative 

creations in Faulkner's gallery of valiant Southern women, and indi

viduals as well who never falter in their devoted attention to the 

Feeder role even while resisting the very forces that would change 

their way of life. 

Faulkner's vision of the South as represented in his mythical 

county in its latter days is one of "social ruin and decay," the old 

order having been destroyed and its descendants corrupted by "a 

ruthless and competitive industrial society," the citizenry falling 

219 
"into social confusion and moral sterility." The result is a 

218 
Robert Cantwell, "The Faulkners: Recollections of a Gifted 
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University Press, 1960), p. 55. 
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decline of the Feeder from her pristine role in the ante-bellum South 

as a central figure of the family unit, and her ultimate almost fatal 

demise as an important element in Southern family life as a result of 

the rise of a dominant commercialism in the region—associated in 

Faulkner's work primarily with the coming of the Snopes clan as a 

permanent institution in the county. Accompanying them as a direct 

result of their presence is a crass and inexorable exploitation of the 

land, destruction of man's connections with the soil, and the introduc-

220 
tion of racial prejudice and injustice. Emerging as substitute for 

the original wife or mother as Feeder were various forms of surrogate 

Feeders, the better of them being the black matriarchs in service to 

their white families and who might survive the clan for several genera

tions; other such surrogates in Faulkner's fiction appear as simple 

farm wives who offer hospitality to strangers on the move in an urban-

oriented age and individuals of poorer rank who serve for mere wages: 

the proprietors of cafes, restaurants, lunch counters, boarding 

houses. A sense of human diminishment is the clearest key to the 

quality of this changed world in which they exist, not only with regard 

to land holdings or property, but to honor, independence, integrity, 

love—and, above all, the integrity of the family as a human institu

tion. The masses that make up in Faulkner's mythical county this 

latter technological society are the protagonists, who, in turn, are 

divided souls, separated from their community and their families. 

220 
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Alienation, frustration, and violence are naturally the effect of such 

disintegration. 

The four novels from the Yoknapatawpha cycle considered in 

this study—The Unvanquished, Sartoris, The Sound and the Fury, Light 

in August—reflect in a single ranging panorama the conflict between 

the forces in Yoknapatawpha County of the modern anti-traditional 

world and those inherent in the earlier traditional environment of the 

221 
region, of traditionalism; they illustrate the fact that "modernity 

has invaded Yoknapatawpha County," though perhaps it has not yet 

222 

triumphed." The pro-life forces—of courage, honor, love—do 

still continue to exist amid the vulgarity and violence of the develop

ing urban culture, and faith is still the final word: faith in man to 

free himself from the forces that render him impotent and lonely. 

Within this group of Faulkner's novels, the Feeder persists as an 

extraordinary touchstone that suggests that man can be better than he 
223 

is even though he lives in a world where for every bit of progress 
224 

there is a spiritual price to pay. 

Two special illustrations of the traditional Feeder in wartime 

and its aftermath are Mrs. Rosa Millard (Granny) and Mrs. Virginia 

221 
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Du Pre (Aunt Jenny), who appear in Faulkner's collected short story 

cycle published in 1938 as The Unvanquished, and who adhere insofar 

as possible, under changing sociological conditions in the South, to 

the traditional patterns of the ante-bellum Feeder. And they do so 

even though the time span of the work is from 1862 to 1874, an era 

when considerable instability and change in the South have already 

begun to emerge. Granny Millard's activities chiefly occur during 

the actual war years, years characterized by the lengthy periodic 

absences of her son-in-law. Colonel John Sartoris, from the Sartoris 

plantation and by the invasion of Union troops, which eventually burn 

the Sartoris home, steal the family silver and remaining mules, and 

promote the desertion of a pair of family slaves. Aunt Jenny's 

activities, on the other hand, occur primarily within the Sartoris 

plantation after the war, when she comes from Carolina to her brother's 

rebuilt home. Both Feeders are committed to the nourishment of those 

human lives which are placed in their care; and both are sensitive to 

the traditional codes of the agrarian folk culture to which they 

belong despite the fact that God has "'seen fit to make [the war] a 

225 
lost cause.'" Although a number of years separate them in age. 

Aunt Jenny being in her twenties and herself a "bride-widow" from 

the beginning of the war. Granny Millard and Aunt Jenny both embody 

the South "as a cultural entity, a state of mind, a body of myth" 

225 
William Faulkner, "Riposte in Tertio," The Unvanquished 

(New York: Random House, Vintage Books, 1966), p. 167. Hereafter 
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226 
that is dying. Granny Millard, being, as it were, a casualty of the 

war. Aunt Jenny ultimately succeeds her as the clan's matriarchal 

figure, appearing in connection with five generations of Sartoris 

males, first in The Unvanquished, and later in Sartoris, Sanctuary, 

and finally, in the short story, "There Was a Queen." 

Figuring also, though somewhat incidentally, in The Unvan

quished , as a foil to the Feeder, is another young woman of Aunt 

Jenny's own age, Drusilla Hawk, whose fiance is killed at Shiloh. 

But whereas Aunt Jenny maintains her feminine nature, giving herself 

in the nurture and support of the clan, Drusilla abdicates her femi

ninity in order to participate in the war alongside her cousin. 

Colonel John. Drusilla's abdication of her femininity is simul

taneously a rejection of the Feeder role within her family, a rejec

tion which marks Drusilla as the prototype of the failed Feeder in 

Faulkner's fiction under consideration. As a consequence of Drusilla's 

participation in the war as a "soldier" with Colonel John, her 

femininity is permanently damaged, her mind and spirit embracing 

masculine codes rather than the feminine ones, the former all too 

often leading to death. Aunt Jenny, on the other hand, is the embodi

ment of the female principle that preserves "something of the purity, 

simplicity, and faith in life" possessed in combination with "that 

quality of unrelentless courage, determination, and endurance which 

227 
Faulkner most admired in woman." 
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The other Feeders who appear in Sartoris reflect more sensi

tively the altering social patterns within the South. For although 

the male surrogate Feeder within the MacCallum household, Henry, seeks 

to preserve the feeding rituals traditionally practiced within his 

clan, his brothers have cultivated an affinity for "store bought" 

foods, particularly at Christmas time. The proprietor of the restau

rant located on the town square in Jefferson, Deacon, a more advanced 

representative of technological feeding than Henry MacCallum, feeds 

a broad spectrum of the community throughout long working hours. 

Among the feeders who live in the vicinity of Jefferson, only the 

black Feeder who lives with her family in the country remote from the 

railroad and other urban influences manages to maintain significantly 

pure feeding rituals; but her family's relative poverty limits her 

ability to provide more than a minimal degree of social contentment. 

All of these Feeders are connected x̂ ith young Bayard Sartoris, 

in the novel Sartoris, at one time or another. Bayard ultimately 

taking his leave of their hospitality, as he does of that of Aunt 

Jenny. His rejection of life is the ultimate leave-taking of the 

assorted offerings of the various Feeders (from the traditional 

female relative to the hired commercial Feeder) associated with him, 

his behavior being determined by his response to the deterioration 

of values which he perceives within his environment and the world at 

large. The attempts made by certain individuals—chiefly the "old 

folk"—to delay the envelopment of their community by the industrial 

and commercial ethos (an inferior ethos when compared to the former 

one) is doomed to failure, as young Bayard recognizes. His insight 
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to a degree appears also to be granted Aunt Jenny, when she gives 

herself over to a "sickbed" interlude following the Negro servant 

Simon's death, the fatal violence occasioned by his involvement in 

the affairs of a young Negress, who abandons her role as a kitchen 

servant in pursuit of the material advantages to be gained in business, 

A member of Aunt Jenny's generation, although a black servant, Simon— 

in his capitulation to the modern ethos that includes promises of 

physical gratification for the exchange of a few dollars—shocks 

Aunt Jenny's sensibilities, just as young Bayard's assessments of 

the modern state had sickened and eventually destroyed him. 

The phenomenon of the diminishing of the matriarchal system 

in which the role of the mother herself as Feeder is abrogated, and 

assumed by some form of substitute or surrogate feeder, may best be 

perceived perhaps in The Sound and the Fury, in the persons of 

Mrs. Compson, the actual mother, and Dilsey, her Negro cook. In 

The Sound and the Fury, Faulkner treats the decay of the Compson 

family, a family doomed to a loveless existence in a commercial 

world more and more populated by the ever increasing amoral Snopeses. 

Mrs. Compson, wife and mother within the Compson clan, refuses to 

fulfill the responsibilities of the Feeder, choosing instead the 

life of a semi-invalid and yielding her traditional feeding duties 

to the black servant, Dilsey Gibson, who faithfully performs as a 

surrogate Feeder throughout the narrative. The traditional occupa

tions of the Feeder shape the personality of Dilsey, whose spirit is 

flexible in its response to the demands made upon it, into that of 

a loving human being who provides the needs of her white family as 
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faithfully as she can. Unfortunately, however, the members of the 

family not only recognize their losses with respect to their natural 

mother and wife but also assume as well her same life-denying 

impulses. The father, Jason Compson III, withdraws into a world of 

abstract philosophy and drinks himself into an early grave; the son 

Quentin emulates to a certain degree his father's withdrawal by 

coveting an ideal world of honor and purity, making it impossible 

for him to accept the real world, which he perceives as so corrupt 

that he commits suicide; the daughter, Candace, brings dishonor 

upon herself in her search for love and is required by circumstances 

to live apart from her daughter, Quentin, and thus without joy or 

peace; and the son Jason, the child most like his mother, is trans-

formed into a Snopes, loveless, incapable of loving, and amoral. 

Only the son Benjy, born an idiot, is immune to the poisonous 

influences of his mother. Finally, the child of Caddy is also 

destroyed by the processes characterizing the household, Dilsey's 

loving care being rendered subordinate with respect to the deadly 

forces of the grandmother and the uncle. Mrs. Compson consigns 

herself to a bleak existence upstairs above the realm of the one 

room, the kitchen, which is the repository of all the residual power 

of love within the Compson domain, that of its remaining Feeder, 

Dilsey. In her darkened bedroom, Mrs. Compson catalogues her sorrows 

and awaits her death so that the life of Jason will be less burdensome, 

Dilsey, on the other hand, accepts the diminishing condi

tions of the household along with the accompanying sorrows, doing 

the best that she can to insure the physical and spiritual well being 
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of the white family she serves, as well as being dutiful to the needs 

of her own family. She lifts her spirits in singing and attends the 

services of her church with the other members of her family. She 

consoles, she protects, she nurses, she instructs, she obeys, she 

loves—and she "endures," the last quality being the result of the 

fact that she is capable of loving others with the sort of self-

effacing love that is considered to be divine. 

The disintegration of the family is fulfilled when, after 

Mrs. Compson's death, Jason commits Benjy to an institution, sells 

the Compson place, and begins to live in a tiny apartment over the 

supply house where he works, his only companion being the Memphis 

prostitute who visits him on weekends. Idiocy, suicide, alcoholic 

demise, prostitution, sterility of spirit, avariciousness, parasitism, 

paranoia, inhumanity—all of these elements figure in the dramatiza

tion of the Compsons' deterioration, the accoutrements of the disinte

gration of a family into disparate individuals who participate in one 

form or another of narcissism. The antithetical wholeness and inte

gration of Dilsey and her black family illustrate the human possi

bilities that may be achieved by love and faith as they are respec

tively extended outward and depended upon inwardly. As Dilsey gives 

of herself continuously in the provision of food and other necessi

ties for her two families, she constructs for herself a strength and 

resiliency that both preserve her and enable her to hold the Compson 

family together far longer than might otherwise be expected. 

In Light in August, however, no such Feeder of Dilsey's 

quality exists as a restraining force, being thrust aside by a 
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powerful antithetical force: the dominance in the major households 

of male figures—the elder Hightower, the elder Nathaniel Burden, 

Doc Hines, Simon McEachern—who frustrate the development of the 

normal female Feeder role, and hence of the ameliorative effects 

thus resulting. By the very nature of the situation, the power of 

the males creates a corresponding weakness and dependency among 

those females, wives and mothers, who ordinarily would demonstrate 

a strength and sense of independence in their association with 

feeding rites within the family. Furthermore, the obsessions of the 

dominant figures, since they are not countered by life-inspiring 

impulses furnished by their respective women, cause, in the end, the 

psychic disintegration of their offspring—namely, Joe Christmas, 

Joanna Burden, and Gail Hightower—as well as their dissociation from 

traditional social groups, chiefly the community itself. All three 

become pariahs in a society of which the impulses are dominantly 

individualizing ones. 

Counterpointing the narratives of such victims is the story 

of Lena Grove, whose older fashioned relationship to nature and to 

the agrarian folkways is underscored by both her deep-lying inten

tions and her efforts to provide a proper family for her expected 

child—in her unremitting journey across the land on foot; her 

affinity for food and the hospitality of representative and enduring 

traditional Feeders; and her faith in human nature to be "kind." 

A Feeder herself, Lena derives much of her spiritual integration from 

her career as a surrogate Feeder in her brother's family. She is not 

destroyed by the shifting patterns of the South, as are others who 
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appear in contrast to her within the novel; she rides comfortably in 

both the mule-drawn wagons and the furniture dealer's truck; she 

relishes equally the food provided by the farmer's wife, the country 

store, and the proprietress of the boarding house. She serenely 

proceeds through time and its accompanying alterations, oblivious to 

what might appear to others as sexual exploitation on the part of 

Lucas Burch, believing that life is full of wonder. Like Dilsey, she 

does the best that she can, accepting the circumstances of her life— 

her parents' deaths, her life of domestic servitude, her desertion by 

Burch, her pregnancy—^without complaint or withdrawal. She continues 

to live an active and public life, considering the rapid alterations 

in her milieu as inexplicable but potentially satisfying events: 

'""My, my, A body does get around. Here we aint been coming from 

228 

Alabama but two months, and now it's already Tennessee."'" 

As her path intersects with the lives of Byron Bunch and Gail 

Hightower, Lena's obvious needs with regard to feeding and shelter 

are met by the former, and her need for assistance in the delivery 

of her child by the latter. As the men respond to her needs, Byron 

by performing as a Feeder and Hightower by acting in an auxiliary role 

of the Feeder, nursing, the directions of their lives are altered. 

One of the pariahs formerly mentioned, Hightower achieves an aware

ness of the sterility of his life and of his contribution to the death 

228 
William Faulkner, Light in August (New York; Random House, 

1932), p. 378. Hereafter all quotations from this work will be cited 
by page number within the text, Faulkner's spelling and punctuation 
being retained. 
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of his wife; and his knowledge provides him with spiritual rejuvena

tion. His contact with and ministry to Lena is life promoting; and 

he alone of the three pariahs is granted that relationship and its 

accompanying benefit. Although not the pariah that Hightower was, 

Byron Bunch had lived a relatively private existence before his 

encounter with Lena, who elicits from him the latent life forces, 

which had formerly been shadowed forth in his ministry to the country 

church on weekends and in his periodic visits to Hightower. Byron's 

response to Lena places him at her side in life, indicating a fuller 

and richer future in the offing than was his life in the past, a life 

that will daily be infused with love, companionship, and the positive 

effects of the Feeder's ministry. 

In contrast to Lena and Byron, Joanna Burden for an interval 

occupies herself with the task of feeding Joe Christmas; but she 

withholds the accompanying graces of the Feeder, denying her company 

and the development of a sense of well being for Joe during his meal 

taking. Thus, her participation in the feeding rites is devoid of 

the meaning that conventionally develops between the Feeder and the 

one being fed; no sense of community is established, both Joanna and 

Christmas dying without the satisfaction that may be derived from a 

participation in a human community. 

The various actions of the authoritarian male figures in the 

story, the effects of their authority with regard to the destruction 

of conventional feeding rites, and the ultimately harmful effects of 

these processes upon their offspring are framed by the episodes that 

develop Lena Grove's story, a structural device that appears to be 
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significant with regard to one of Faulkner's major themes; for the 

emphasis upon Lena suggests that the violence and destruction that 

accompany the alterations in the South may eventually conclude in the 

establishment of a peaceful ethos and the recultivation of satisfying 

familial relationships even though the traditional sexual patterns 

may be altered temporarily—as Byron Bunch assumes the responsibili

ties for Lena and her child which are conventionally those of the 

female for her husband and offspring. 

B. The Feeder as Spiritual Image 

No Grandmother Millard, Aunt Jenny, or Dilsey—representatives 

of the traditional values assigned to the role of Feeder—appears 

in the fiction of Flannery O'Connor; for whereas Faulkner's fictional 

world illustrates merely the processes of a disintegrating order during 

the Civil War and after, O'Connor's depicts the natural culmination of 

that disruption within a later period. The old values having dis

appeared, her characters are consequently disoriented, alienated, and 

isolated from nature, as well as from each other, and from God. 

Indeed, the world of her novels and stories is secular, having totally 

229 
divorced eternity from temporality. It is a world in which the 

"intimate and personal bonds of life in the family and of the small 

subgroup (the farm, the shop of the artisan, the village, the town, 

the small business)" have been dissolved and man is left alone and 

unaided "in the presence of the Faceless, the collective void, the 

229 
Gilbert H. Muller, Nightmares and Visions (Athens: 

University of Georgia Press, 1972), p. 25. 
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230 
public." It is a world in which prayers, like those uttered by 

Rosa Millard, have been replaced by letters written to a newspaper 

231 
columnist, like those of Sabbath Lily to Mary Brittle in Wise Blood. 

It is an urban world even when the setting is rural, for "it values 

232 
discrete data and the appurtenances of tecnhology," its inhabitants 

trusting paved roads and automobiles, advertising messages, parking 

233 
lots, and shopping centers. Its inhabitants, whether rural or 

urban, suffer common evils precipitated by societal flaws: arrogance, 

234 

self-sufficiency, stupidity, pride. Moreover, they have reduced 

the human condition to patterns that can be measured, tested, and 

analyzed through the instrument of the intellect, thereby separating 
235 

and virtually removing the supernatural from the natural. 

Rationalism, humanism, atheism, nihilism, and abnormal psychology are 

230 
Thomas Merton, "The Other Side of Despair: Notes," 

Critic, 23 (Oct.-Nov. 1965), 20. 
231 

Thelma Shinn, "Flannery O'Connor and the Violence of Grace," 
Wisconsin Studies, 9 (1968), 69. 

232 
Muller, p. 25. 

233 
Walter Sullivan, "Flannery O'Connor, Sin and Grace: 

Everything That Rises Must Converge," in The Sounder Few: Essays 
from the Hollis Critics, ed. R. H. W. Dillard, George Garrett, and 
John R. Moore (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1971), p. 104. 

234 
William Peden, The American Short Story: Front Lines in 

the National Defense of Literature (Cambridge: Houghton Mifflin, Co., 
The Riverside Press, 1964), p. 130. 

235 
Marion Montgomery, "Beyond Symbol and Surface; the Fiction 
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among the "fool's gold" that O'Connor's characters substitute for the 

236 
mystery of God's grace as they interpret their existence. 

P. Albert Duhamel has written that as the Fugitive essays 

called upon the South to say No to an all-engulfing Northern indus

trialism, O'Connor calls upon her readers to say No to the forces 

237 
denying God's place in reality; and, according to Walter Sullivan, 

she developed '"the only truly original voice among all her Southern 

contemporaries,'" by amalgamating two traditions, the agrarian and 

.u ru • ^- 238 the Christian. 

The absence of a Grandmother Millard, Aunt Jenny, and Dilsey 

in O'Connor's works indicates the absence within the modern South 

of fundamental Feeder-oriented patterns within the family in the 

South; and as has been suggested, their absence is the effect of 

the dissolution of traditional family units through an increasing 

industrialization of the region. In many of O'Connor's fictional 

households, the traditional feeding roles normally reserved for women 

are performed by surrogate feeders, in some instances by men. Though 

some of her male Feeders are ill-equipped for the Feeder role, they 

nonetheless achieve a certain degree of success in establishing 

harmony and a sense of well being within their households. And even 

236 
Sister Mariella Gable, "The Ecumenic Core in the Fiction 

of Flannery O'Connor," The American Benedictine Review, 15 (June 
1964), 132. 

237 
P. Albert Duhamel, "The Novelist as Prophet," in The Added 

Dimension: The Art and Mind of Flannery O'Connor, ed. Melvin J. 
Friedman and Lewis A. Lawson (New York: Fordham University Press, 
1966), p. 104. 

238 
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where the Feeder is a woman, she may so divide her energies by other 

demands that she fails in this fundamental obligation. 

When speaking of her own fictional world, O'Connor insisted 

upon calling it her "country," by which she suggested her own native 

region and her nation; and because she was a Christian artist, her 

239 
eternal and absolute "true country." When she discovered that, 

linked as she was to the "anguish" of Southern writers, her writings 

were supposed to be the result of the South's isolation from the rest 

of the country, she responded: "The anguish that most of us have 

observed for some time now has been caused not by the fact that the 

South is alienated from the rest of the country, but by the fact that 

it is not alienated enough, that every day we are getting more and 

more like the rest of the country, that we are being forced out not 

240 
only of our many sins, but of our few virtues." Moreover, O'Connor 

believed that the artist should boldly state in his art the truths 

which he perceived: thus, if something repugnant in modern life 

exists, the artist should take pains to make that fact clear to his 

readers, who may have considered it only a natural state of existence. 

O'Connor has declared that American artists must speak for 

America today; for if they do not, she insists, the advertising 

agencies will. "They are entirely capable of showing us our un

paralleled prosperity and our almost classless society," she said. 

239 
Flannery O'Connor, "The Fiction Writer and His Country," 

in Mystery and Manners, Occasional Prose, sel. and ed. Sally and 
Robert Fitzgerald (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969), 
pp. 26-27. 

^^^Ibid., pp. 28-29. 
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"and no one has ever accused them of not being affirmative." 

O'Connor therefore invested her country with the "many sins" and 

"few virtues" that her probing eye detected so that her country is 

populated by human beings marked by materialism and representative 

of fallen mankind: "never worthy but always subject to grace and 

242 
eligible for redemption." In her country, the Feeder plays a 

diminished role, being, because of the materialistic state of society, 

disconnected from the soil and its husbandman. 

O'Connor's second novel. The Violent Bear It Away, reflects in 

a general way the displacement of the old agrarian patterns of the 

South by urban patterns of life, and the conservative Christian faith 

traditionally practiced among the rural folk by the scientific 

rationalism dominating the city. In the novel the Tarwater clan has 

gradually forsaken its rural origins with the exception of Mason 

Tarwater, who vies with his nephew, George Rayber, for the guardian

ship of a third generation Tarwater, Francis Marion. Rayber, having 

identified with the urban ethos with regard to philosophy and domestic 

patterns, seeks to dispel from his nephew's mind all of the teachings 

which old Tarwater had attempted to inculcate in him, and which to 

Rayber are superstitious and the result of psychological insecurity. 

Of necessity, both old Tarwater and Rayber become surrogate 

Feeders in their womanless homes; the former cultivating to a 

241 
Ibid., pp. 33-34. 

242 
Carter W. Martin, The True Country: Themes in the Fiction 

of Flannery O'Connor (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1968), 
p. 71. 
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significant degree the patterns of the traditional Feeder of the ante

bellum social system, but the latter relying wholly upon the processed 

foodstuffs available in the supermarket, or upon the services of the 

various restaurants he patronizes in order to nourish himself, his 

son, and Tarwater. 

Implicit in the Feeder role as it appears in the novel is a 

special symbolism, especially in the case of old Tarwater's services, 

his own religious fervor reflecting in a larger way a hunger for "the 

bread of life," Jesus Christ, and the accompanying spiritual fellow

ship granted through grace. 

With the death of old Tarwater and the consequentional termi

nation of his feeding services, young Tarwater is placed under the 

auspices of Rayber in the city. The feeding rituals of old Tarwater 

adhere to the older traditional patterns: the cultivating of the food 

and the feeding of the animals and fowl which will eventually become 

foodstuffs, the preparation of the food, and its serving in a warm, 

kitchen that is the hub of the Tarwater home place, and the provision 

of companionship during the meal. All of these associations provide 

Tarwater with a sense of respect for nature, and for his kindred, 

which further tends to cultivate within him a sincere love for his 

family and a desire for their eternal as well as for their temporal 

well being. On the other hand, the non-traditional behavior of 

Rayber with regard to feeding—a dependency upon dry cereals, peanut 

butter sandwiches, and the products of commercial feeding institutions 

—separates him from food as a natural substance and reinforces his 

belief that the universe is capable of logical analysis and 
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interpretation, and thus of manipulation, and ultimately dissociates 

him from the older traditions of a sense of enjoyment and fellowship 

accompanying the ritual of meal-taking. In this regard, the atmos

phere connected with feeding appears to be inconsequential to Rayber, 

the chief concern seeming to be merely to fuel the body so that the 

mind can function. Rayber's activities and philosophy are identifiable 

with those considered to be dehumanizing; furthermore, there is no 

need for Rayber to be concerned about the eternal well being of his 

kin because he denies the possibility of any personal resurrection. 

Thus, the views of old Tarwater and Rayber regarding feeding are 

significantly related to the particular quality of their character 

and the motives governing their behavior. Their particular anti

thetical beliefs which they attempt to inculcate in young Tarwater 

constitute the chief elements which comprise the conflict of the 

novel's basic narrative. 

O'Connor's short stories—"A View of the Woods," "Greenleaf," 

"The Life You Save May Be Your Own," and "Good Country People"— 

further demonstrate the decay and dissolution of the family, each of 

the designated Feeders failing in their responsibilities to cultivate 

family unity and individual contentment, some of them even exploiting 

their children in order to attain some material end or in order to 

substantiate a particular vision of reality. 

Frequently the Feeders who operate in this, group of stories 

are so shaped by the milieu in which they live—the mechanical, 

technological, commercial, or scientific nature of their surroundings 

—that they are dehumanized and diverted from the task of cultivating 
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the traditional relationships within their families. In each story, 

the female who should become a Feeder and extend her love and support 

to her children fails to do so, sometimes with an alarming degree of 

disregard for her children's physical or spiritual welfare. In each, 

the Feeders are "failed Feeders." In "A View of the Woods," the 

power of an authoritarian septuagenarian totally devoted to "progress" 

and evidencing a total disregard for nature, paralyzes the Feeder and 

prevents the development of an integrated family unit. The decay of 

the family unit is particularly marked in the story as Fortune's 

desire to have a town named for him supercedes his concern for the 

family of his daughter. In a similar fashion, in "Greenleaf" 

Mrs. May's "profit motive" in regard to the prosperity of her dairy 

farm converts her from the potential role of a Feeder into a mere 

businesswoman. 

The Feeding role in O'Connor's fiction perhaps reaches its 

lowest level in the wasteland environment of the story "The Life 

You Save May Be Your Own," in which Mrs. Crater trades her daughter 

and an old automobile for the services of a son-in-law, her act 

illustrating a subversion of familial piety and fidelity and a degra

dation of motherhood that epitomize the effects of the base materialism 

of the age. In a similar vein, "Good Country People" illustrates 

totally and completely the modern ethos of the mechanical, the commer

cial, the passive consumerism, and the scientific intellectualism 

that has displaced the natural and the religious. Mrs. Hopewell is 

typical of the state of vapid motherhood that hopes that everything 

will turn out well for her child; but she is so estranged from her 
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family that she can do nothing for it; in fact, everything that she 

does is an affront to the mentality of the child she has borne. 

Significantly, there is no sense of the feeding obligations in 

O'Connor's Feeders in this group of stories to shape the women into 

loving and caring human beings; instead, they have become the chief 

vehicles for the development, and display, of hostility, within the 

family unit, the chief family ritual of meal taking commonly being the 

time in which angry confrontations occur. In the spiritual terms in 

which O'Connor views her characters, these failed Feeders are proud, 

willful, independent women lacking in divine grace, in the qualities 

which might transform them into effective Feeders. Certainly, the 

spiritual dearth so characteristic of O'Connor's families in her 

collection of tales is a principal concern of her writing; for she 

created them, as it were, as approximations of living, breathing, and 

typical Southerners of the contemporary South. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE TRADITIONAL FEEDER IN WARTIME 

Granny Millard is presented in The Unvanquished primarily 

through the point of view of Bayard Sartoris, grandson of Granny and 

nephew of Virginia DuPre, who narrates the story from an ungiven 

point in time, recalling the dozen years of his life which culminate, 

when he is twenty-four and in his last year of law school, in his 

transcendence of the community code of violence. Bayard has known no 

mother but Granny, her face being the first thing that for fifteen 

years he sees in the morning and the last thing he sees at night. 

But the eruption of the Civil War destroys the stability and order of 

Bayard's home and community, converting for a time the ethics of 

peace into a continuum of violence which continues to maintain a 

tight hold on community life in the subsequent era of Reconstruc-

243 
tion. Both Bayard's father and grandmother are participants in 

the wartime violence that consumes the land and its people. Bayard 

himself becoming a participant at fifteen when he is required to 

avenge the murder of Granny Millard by the bushwhacker Crumby. 

243 
Louis D. Rubin, Jr., "The Image of an Army: The Civil 

War in Southern Fiction," in Southern Writers; Appraisals in Our 
Time, ed. R. C. Simonini, Jr. (Charlottesville: University Press 
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Both Bayard's father. Colonel John, and Granny Millard are 

counterparts, two generations and two sexes representing the ruling 

244 
class of the South as they are tested and molded by war, and 

violating their traditional code of morality in order to cope with 

the engulfing disorder precipitated by the invasion of Federal troops, 

and following them, the bushwhackers, carpetbaggers, and the amoral 

Snopeses. Bayard and Aunt Jenny are counterparts in a similar manner, 

but they represent the civilizing forces adhered to from the ante

bellum culture through which the South might experience a moral 

245 
rebirth. Drusilla is lost between the two forces as represented 

by Millard-Sartoris and Bayard-Jenny; for she is warped womanhood 

246 
"in love with 'honor,' the hysterical priestess of a rite" 

which in post-war society may no longer be justified. 

Throughout her lifetime, Rosa Millard illustrates the 

Christian principles that undergird the ante-bellum culture and the 

home; she operates for the major part of her life in relation to her 

244 
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247 
menfolk, performing the traditional tasks that are expected of the 

Feeder—feeding the Sartoris family, instructing Bayard, managing the 

slaves, overseeing the garden, providing clothing, et cetera. How

ever, the pace of her life is intensified when the war requires that 

she act not merely in relation to her menfolk but also in place of 

them. Her motion before the war may be described as movement in 

place, her daily activities contributing to the retention of the 

stability of the Sartoris home and plantation within the congruent 

order of the community; but her motion during the war is a desperate 

sequence of movements both within and without the boundaries of 

Sartoris, reflective of the disorder of the community. Granny Millard 

moves up and down stairs, from inside to outside the house, from the 

house to the bottoms where the livestock pens are constructed, to and 

from Jefferson by wagon, to and from Hawkhurst, a portion of the way 

to Memphis and back, and repeatedly between Sartoris and a number of 

encampments of Federal troops, as she collects the U.S. mules that 

she and Ringo manage to acquire through the assistance of Ab Snopes 

and the manipulation of forged orders. After the destruction of the 

Sartoris home, she moves with Bayard into the Negro cabin of her 

cook Louvinia, where a quilt suspended from the ceiling divides the 

races' sleeping areas; but after a time, she begins to look "like 

somebody that has quit sleeping at night" ("Riposte in Tertio," 

p. 138). 

0/7 
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The incessant movement of Granny Millard is punctuated by her 

feeding services, her prayers, and her journeys to church. Meals 

interrupt the construction of new livestock pens while Colonel John 

is temporarily at home, the transporting of the heavy trunk from the 

attic to the kitchen and outside to the orchard for burial, and the 

various trips from Sartoris to whatever destination is imminent. 

Bayard recalls the family dinner of sidemeat, greens, cornbread, and 

milk served in the dining room at noon; and the supper served with 

"kitchen knives and forks in place of the silver ones" in the same 

room, its sideboard no longer holding the silver service that always 

sat there "except on Tuesday afternoon, when Granny and Louvinia and 

Philadelphy would polish it" because it has been packed in the trunk 

that is awaiting its night-time burial ("Ambuscade," p. 16). Bayard 

also remembers Granny's offer of refreshments to the Yankee officer 

(who has pursued him and Ringo to the house after their shooting of 

"the best horse in the army") while she hides the frightened boys 

beneath her ample skirts ("Ambuscade," p. 34). Bayard recalls as 

clearly Granny eating cornbread at the supper table while telling 

Louvinia to have Joby and Loosh "ready with the lantern and the shovels 

as soon as they have finished eating" so that they can dig up the 

trunk containing the silver in preparation for Granny's retreat to 

Memphis with Bayard and Ringo ("Retreat," p. 42). Bayard describes 

Joby sitting "behind the stove with a plate on his knees, eating" 

and Loosh "sitting on the wood box, still, with the two shovels 

between his knees" ("Retreat," p. 44). Ordinary rituals of feeding 

intermingle in the uncommon episodes which occur in the three years 
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Bayard recalls that eventually lead to the termination of Granny 

Millard's life. 

One of the most provocative feeding experiences is the rainy 

day adventure shared by Granny, Bayard, and Ringo, the reading of 

the cook book: 

. . . at last Granny put the sewing away and said, "Very well. 
Get the cook book, Marengo." Ringo got the cook book from the 
kitchen and he and I lay on our stomachs on the floor while 
Granny opened the book. "What shall we read about today?" she 
said. 

"Read about cake," I said. 
"Very well. What kind of cake?" Only she didn't need to 

say that because Ringo was already answering that before she 
spoke: 

"Cokynut cake. Granny." He said coconut cake every time 
because we never had been able to decide whether Ringo had ever 
tasted coconut cake or not. We had had some that Christmas 
before it started and Ringo had tried to remember whether they 
had had any of it in the kitchen or not, but he couldn't remem
ber. Now and then I used to try to help him decide, get him 
to tell me how it tasted and what it looked like and sometimes 
he would almost decide to risk it before he would change his 
mind. Because he said that he would rather just maybe have 
tasted coconut cake without remembering it than to know for 
certain he had not; that if he were to describe the wrong kind 
of cake, he would never taste coconut cake as long as he lived. 

"I reckon a little more won't hurt us," Granny said (Ambus
cade," pp. 21-22). 

The personal sharing of age and youth, black and white, experience 

and inexperience creates a small but important pocket of security and 

devotion in the midst of deprivation and turmoil. The episode 

reflects the harmonious relationship enjoyed by the three individuals 

despite the obvious segregation of Ringo in the kitchen at Christmas 

time. His natural address, "Granny," has marked his relationship 

with Rosa Millard all his life; for Bayard reports that "Ringo and I 

had been born in the same month and had both fed at the same breast 

and had slept together and eaten together for so long that Ringo 
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called Granny 'Granny* just like I did, until maybe he wasn*t a 

nigger anymore or maybe I wasn't a white boy anymore, the two of us 

neither, not even people any longer: the two supreme undefeated like 

two moths, two feathers riding above a hurricane" ("Ambuscade," 

pp. 7-8). The boys' relationship as construed by feeding relation

ships within the extended family of Sartoris transcends not only 

color but also flesh in Bayard's consciousness, both boys becoming 

senseless and imperturbable beyond the range of violent motion. In 

a similar manner, the reading together of recipes from the familiar 

cook book substitutes for the sharing of food no longer obtainable 

and satisfies the hunger for both food and fellowship that charac

terizes the ante-bellum Southerner regardless of age, color, or 

station. The fanciful emulation of coveted experiences with food as 

represented in the episode is Granny's attempt to maintain the rites 

of the hearth and home when the preservation of all are threatened. 

By this means the family transcends the instability encompassing 

them. 

Granny also attends to the provision of food for the journeys 

she undertakes with Bayard and Ringo in the early part of the war. 

For example, when Colonel John suggests that they remove themselves 

to Memphis for safety. Granny undertakes the evacuation of the boys, 

the disinterred trunk of silver, and an assortment of bedding with 

only Joby to drive the mules. The group begin the journey as though 

the event were one of the occasions of the polite ante-bellum world, 

dressed in their Sunday clothing, with the family musket situated 

alongside the basket of food prepared by Granny and Louvinia. The 
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entourage pauses in Jefferson long enough for Mrs. Compson to promise 

to ride out to Sartoris now and then to look after the flowers and to 

give Granny another basket of food "with a napkin on it and a bottle 

neck sticking out and some rose cuttings" ("Retreat," p. 61). Along 

the way, they take part of their meals at houses on the road (evi

dently homes of acquaintances) and the remaining ones from the baskets 

of provisions; each time they stop, the roots of the rose cuttings are 

soaked. Granny sleeps in the wagon next to her trunk of silver when 

they camp along the road, Joby with the musket beneath the wagon. 

After four days of travel, they are warned of the danger in proceed

ing because the roads are full of Yankee patrols; but Granny is 

undaunted. When they proceed the following morning after breakfast, 

a patrol of Federal soldiers swoop down upon them, unfasten the 

traces, and cut the harness of the mules with pocket knives; 

It was fast—like that—all sweating horses with wild eyes, 
and men with wild faces full of yelling, and then Granny stand
ing up in the wagon and beating the five men about their heads 
and shoulders with the umbrella . . . They didn't say a word; 
they didn't even look at Granny while she was hitting them; 
they just took the mules out of the wagon, and then the two 
mules and the five men disappeared together in another cloud of 
dust . . . Joby still sitting on the seat with his mouth still 
open and the ends of the cut reins in his hands, and Granny 
still standing in the wagon with the bent umbrella lifted and 
hollering at Ringo and me while we jumped out of the wagon and 
ran across the road ("Retreat," pp. 66-67). 

The boys "borrow" a horse from a deserted farm and spontaneously 

pursue Tinney and Old Hundred, leaving the wagon. Granny, and Joby 

where they stand; several days later, after being intercepted by 

Colonel John who has been involved in the fighting in the area, the 

boys return with him to Sartoris, arriving coincidentally at the same 
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moment that Granny and Joby return: "We never saw the wagon at all; 

it was Father that saw it; it was coming up the road from Jefferson, 

with Granny sitting thin and straight on the seat with Mrs. Compson*s 

rose cuttings wrapped in a new piece of paper in her hand, and Joby 

yelling and lashing the strange horses . . ." ("Retreat," p. 80). 

After burying the trunk once more, the boys follow Granny into the 

house: "Granny put down Mrs. Compson's rose cuttings and took off 

her hat and looked at Ringo and me. 'Get the soap,' she said. 'We 

haven't cussed any,' I said. 'Ask Father.' 'They behaved all right. 

Miss Rosa,' Father said . . . 'Go upstairs . . . take off your Sunday 

clothes,' she said" ("Retreat," pp. 80-81). 

The trip to Memphis is of course abandoned, but not the 

conventions of decorum; for Granny maintains the genteel manners that 

mark her as a lady—except for her instance of beating the Union 

soldiers when they steal her mules, an act which perhaps is excusable. 

Granny preserves the traditional customs throughout the unusual jour

ney, returning home as calm as when she left it, Mrs. Compson's rose 

clippings none the worse for wear. Moveover, her chief concern in 

regard for the boys is that they should not have damaged their good 

clothing and that they wash their mouths out for all the evil words 

spoken outside her hearing during their separation. Olga Vickery 

comments that within Faulkner's fiction it is while the male of the 

clan is absent that the woman "exercises her latent and repressed 

248 
strength and asserts her own identity" ; Granny is, of course, a 

248 
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(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1964), p. 288. 
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case in point. Indeed, Granny is one of the "mother" figures in the 

world of Faulkner's fiction who prove repeatedly that indomitable 

capability which women possess that allows them to guard and preserve 

249 
the achievements of the clan. While Ringo and Bayard are with 

Sartoris, Sartoris says, "'I wish I knew your grandmother was all 

right'"; and Ringo responds, "'Lord, Marse John . . . is you still 

worrying about Granny? I been knowed her all my life; I ain't 

worried about her'" ("Retreat," p. 74). 

After losing her mules. Granny next suffers the loss of the 

trunk of silver and her home, Loosh (one of the slaves) having 

informed the Union soldiers of the location of the former and the 

soldiers burning the house because Colonel Sartoris has outwitted 

them and secured his escape. Even in the midst of watching the smoke 

boiling up from her home. Granny thinks of Loosh's wife, Philadelphy, 

who is leaving Sartoris with Loosh to follow the Federals; '"Don't 

go, Philadelphy . . . Don't you know he's leading you into misery 

and starvation?'" ("Retreat," p. 86). From this point on Granny 

provides food for many people, black and white, most of them strangers 

to her, some within the community and some outside it. Through her 

wit and her generosity, she helps to preserve not only her oim clan 

but also many of the desperate people of the hills. 

Among those who are first recipients of her food is a weak 

Negro woman carrying her infant, attempting to keep up with the horde 

of emancipated slaves following the Federal troops to "freedom." 

249 
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Granny, Ringo, and Bayard—on the road again in the wagon, this time 

without Joby—pause to give her aid. Granny asking, '"If I give you 

something to eat, will you turn around and go back home?'" ("Raid," 

p. 96), not fully aware that the woman has no home because of the 

disorder of her homeland. When Granny's reasoning fails. Granny 

commands her to get into the wagon, where she shares with the Negress 

food from their basket. When the wagon reaches the point at which 

the Negroes are resting, the Negress gets out of the wagon. Ringo 

says, '"Reckon she gonter lose um again tonight though'" ("Raid," 

p. 97). 

The irrationality encountered in the episode is foreshadowing 

of further absurdities; for Granny, seeking restitution of her trunk 

of silver, her two mules, and her two slaves, is awarded ten chests 

of silver, one hundred and ten mules, and an equal number of slaves. 

In addition, she is given orders that demand that she be provided 

with necessary food and forage "to expedite" her passage. Granny is 

amazed at the disbursement of the goods, human beings, and mules 

given into her hands; but the accompanying document so surprises her 

that she accounts for it as an act of God. Andrew Lytle perceives 

Granny as a symbolic figure, "whose blindness to the real nature of 

the war allows her to set out upon the preposterous quest to recover 

her silver and horses and slaves," the astounding success of the 

mission creating in her a sense of greed that leads to her "fall" 

250 
and ultimately to her death. Yet Granny Millard's credibility as 
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a Southern matron is basic to any interpretation of her function in 

the work; for she is consistent in her behavior throughout the fictive 

time, any alterations in her activities merely being consistent with 

the alterations of her world: as her society becomes lawless, she 

participates in lawlessness. But even then she acts within the frame

work of her moral understanding, consistently accounting to God and 

her community for her acts. 

Granny Millard is the fictional flesh and blood counterpart 

of those women whose experiences during the chaos of war are repre

sented in chapter four of this study. For example, Judith Brocken-

brough McGuire records that the necessity of appealing to Union 

officers for the protection of her home during the siege of Richmond 

exhilarated her: "I never felt more high-spirited or lofty than at 

251 
that moment." The self-knowledge newly attained by the women of 

the South, under the actual circumstances and in history and as 

fictionally exemplified by Granny Millard, formerly protected by and 

subordinate to the men of their clan, imbues them with self-confidence 

previously only surmised in occasional crises such as illness and 

death, which are natural and expected events; but the invasion of 

their homeland provides them with daily tests, unnatural and feared, 

for not only months but years of their lives. 

Sally Page says that those women in Faulkner's fictional 

world who are the "mother figures" characteristically "possess a 

251 
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greater commitment to the sustenance of life than do the men, a 

commitment which enables them to disregard traditional morality and 

rationality when the preservation of the well-being of life is at 

252 
stake." Cleanth Brooks perceives in Granny the kind of person 

Page describes rather than as a mere symbol of perverted womanhood 

like the one perceived by Lytle: "To her, goodness means the nurtur

ing and fostering of children, mercy for the helpless, aid for the 

poor, and, one is tempted to say, very little more. Here Miss Rosa 

is representative: Faulkner's women, when religious tend to have 

either a nature religion . . . or . . . a worship of the gods of 

253 
hearth and home." Obviously, the latter is Granny's kind of God. 

She performs in accordance with the customs of society which under

gird and sustain the home; even in war she dresses herself, her 

family, and the family slaves in their Sunday clothing when under

taking a journey. After losing her hat and umbrella in the fire that 

consumes her home and all the family's belongings, she borrows from 

Mrs. Compson a black hat, parasol, and a handmirror before setting 

out upon another mission. Moreover, she participates in the rites 

of fellowship and hospitality, accepting food from neighbors and 

giving food to strangers. She even offers the only refreshment in 

the house—milk—to the understanding Union officer, who knows that 

the boys who shot his company's horse are at that moment hiding 

beneath her skirts. 

252 
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All these social gestures are indicative of Granny's attempt 

to deny the alteration of the circumstances around her; furthermore, 

the theft of her mules, silver, and slaves is ultimately a theft of 

her property, an act which she sets out to rectify by appealing to 

the highest authority whom she knows. Colonel Nathaniel Dick, as if 

the U.S. Army were accustomed to making immediate restitution of 

property destroyed in its wars. Colonel Dick assists her: that is 

the surprising event. It is surprising even to Granny, watching the 

officer-directed soldiers loading the wagon and lining up the mules 

and slaves. "'They ain't all yours?' the lieutenant said. 'I know 

it. The general said to give you another hundred with his compli

ments.' . . . 'She wants the house back, too,' the sergeant said. 

'We ain't got any houses, grandma . . . You wouldn't have room for 

it on the wagon, anyxi/ay'" ("Raid," p. 126). The irrationality of 

the war both in terms of destruction and restitution is evinced in 

this scene and subsequent ones dealing with Granny's "mule deals" 

with the U.S. Army, the comedy of such dealings becoming, in the 

words of Lytle, "a grim irony as the action progresses. More and 

254 

more the nature of the war shows itself." Finally, Granny recog

nizes the madness of her world, a world in which dependable conven

tions are overturned, "where even decency and kindness assume 

monstrous terms, since the Union soldiers do not merely make resti

tution of what she has a right to demand back but give her a tenfold 
255 

return, which in its exaggeration is a mockery of property rights." 

234, , ,^, 255^^.J 
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Granny thus participates to a certain degree in the madness of the 

new order; but ultimately she is unable to overcome her sensitivity 

to the immorality of her behavior, as a consequence, continually 

"confessing" her deeds in order to obtain forgiveness, perhaps from 

herself as much as from her neighbors, her family, and her God. 

Furthermore, she maintains a rigid disciplinarian's hand over the 

boys, washing their mouths out with soap for profanities, leading 

them to prayerful confession of misdeeds, m.aking Ringo return the 

"borrowed" buggy after the final mule transaction, and repeatedly 

correcting Ringo*s address of Ab Snopes, insisting upon the polite 

"Mister" Snopes. 

When they return to Sartoris—chests, mules, niggers and 

all—the sight of the cabin in the sunlight, Louvinia doing the 

washing, and the clothes on the line, flapping "bright and peaceful," 

reactivates Granny's conscience; and she commands that the entourage 

be halted: 

Granny got out slow and turned to Ringo. "Get out," she 
said; then she looked at me. "You too," she said. "Because you 
said nothing at all." We got out of the wagon. She looked at 
us. "We have lied," she said. 

"Hit was the paper that lied; hit wasn't us," Ringo said. 
"The paper said a hundred and ten. We have a hundred and 

twenty-two," Granny said. "Kneel down." 
"But they stole them 'fore we did," Ringo said. 
"But we lied," Granny said. "Kneel down." She knelt first. 

Then we all three knelt by the road while she prayed. The 
washing blew soft and peaceful and bright on the clothesline. 
And then Louvinia saw us; she was already running across the 
pasture while Granny was praying ("Raid," p. 134). 

Retelling the story. Bayard is sensitive to the moral tension his 

grandmother experiences. The irrationality of the Alabama sequence 

terminates in the natural and domestic order of that which remains 
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of Sartoris: the chimneys of the house that "stand up" in the sun

light, the faithful servant who observes ancient cleansing rituals, 

and the cleaned garments that blow "soft and peaceful and bright on 

the clothesline." All that is perceived by the members of Sartoris 

returning from the noise, confusion, incessant motion, and sense

lessness of the previous days is harmonious. Moreover, reunion is 

imminent, Louvinia running to meet the estranged members of her 

household before Granny's prayer is finished. Bayard's sensitivity 

to all that is represented in the homecoming is indicative of the 

gentle rearing he has received from his father and grandmother, his 

emotional attachment to his home and its servants, and his powers of 

perception. 

On the journey home. Granny begins her public feeding role; 

while still in Alabama she divides the cooked food (provided by the 

Federal troops) among the Negroes who live in the state and sends 

them home, saying, "Now listen to me. Go home. And if I ever hear 

of any of you straggling off like this again, I'll see to it" 

("Raid," pp. 130-31). Once home, she begins to engage in illegal 

mule transactions through the help of Ab Snopes, the proceeds from 

them being divided among the hill country people whom Brother Fortin-

bride, the acting minister of the church, verifies as needy. Once 

again. Bayard reveals his sensitivity to his grandmother's feelings 

when he describes her public witness, '"I have sinned. I want you 

all to pray for me'" ("Riposte in Tertio," p. 156). Bayard also 

imagines what their regular pastor might have said were he present; 

" . . . I could imagine what Doctor Worsham would have thought up to 
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say—about all soldiers did not carry arms, and about they also serve, 

and how one child saved from hunger and cold is better in heaven's 

sight than a thousand slain enemies" ("Riposte in Tertio," p. 156). 

After Granny's public witness, the assemblage provides 

Granny with an account of their use of the money and the mules 

assigned to them. At each meeting she distributes the newly procured 

stock and money, keeping accurate records, with Ringo's help, of all 

the disbursements along with accurate accountings of their use. 

Granny permits Bayard to accompany her on her journeys to the camps 

of Federal troops; but she does not allow him to actively engage in 

her operations, depending on Ringo to assist her instead. Her pre

ference for Ringo's aid is indicative of her desire to protect 

Bayard from corruption. Although she sins (she lies, forges, and 

steals), the principles that she violates are those which she would 

2 56 
inculcate in Bayard. Thus her prayer when she has requisitioned 

"the last batch of Yankee livestock at the last possible moment hit 

could have been done by living man" ("Riposte in Tertio," pp. 158-59), 

is both sincere and an attempt at self-justification: 

. . . "I have sinned. I have stolen, and I have borne false 
witness against my neighbor, though that neighbor was an enemy 
of my country. And more than that, I have caused these children 
to sin. I hereby take their sins upon my conscience." . . . 
"But I did not sin for gain or for greed . . . I did not sin 
for revenge. I defy You or anyone to say I did. I sinned first 
for justice. And after that first time, I sinned for more than 
justice; I sinned for the sake of food and clothes for Your 
own creatures who could not help themselves—for children who 
had given their fathers, for wives who had given their husbands. 

2 56 
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for old people who had given their sons to a holy cause, even 
though You have seen fit to make it a lost cause. What I 
gained, I shared with them. It is true that I kept some of it 
back, but I am the best judge of that because I, too, have 
dependents who may be orphans, too, at this moment, for all I 
know. And if this be sin in Your sight, I take this on my con
science too. Amen" ("Riposte in Tertio," pp. 167-68). 

Her prayer is a mixture of self-justification and admission that the 

principles she has violated are the statuatory sins for which one 

may expect certain consequences. Robert Knoll states that "Granny 

justifies her actions by referring to her consequences" and that she 

257 
is both a defender of settled legality and a chief offender of it. 

Because she is primarily the Feeder, the nourishing principle within 

her clan, her extended family, and her community. Granny chooses 

258 
"temporary expediency over law." However, her contradiction of 

the precepts that she would exemplify for Bayard "does not affect 

259 

his devotion to her," as Elmo Howell has commented. Rather, 

Bayard reveals through the imaginary words of Doctor Worsham that he 

considers her actions to be, like those of his military father, 

violations of morality that must be judged within the context of the 

circumstances: in a totally lawless land all deeds are necessarily 

unlawful. 

The Federal officer who recovers the last mules Granny has 

obtained recognizes that the code of violence observed by both 

Northern and Southern forces during the years of the war is on the 

verge of being discarded; for this reason, making out a voucher in 
257 
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the amount of ten dollars for Granny to use in order to obtain resti

tution of the fence his men have destroyed, he tells her: '"Con

found it, . . . 1 don't say promise; I never mentioned the word. 

But I have a family; I am a poor man; I have no grandmother. And 

if in about four months the auditor should find a warrant in the 

records for a thousand dollars to Mrs. Rosa Millard, I would have to 

make it good. Do you see?*" ("Riposte in Tertio," pp. 165-66). 

Moreover, he prefaces his comments with the statement, "'If I just 

knew what you believed in, held '", indicating his desire to 

believe that she has operated during the past year by war-time ethics 

rather than by her personal code of ethics. 

Bayard loves his grandmother and his father equally. During 

the war, as he grows up he notices the comparative diminishment of 

both in size. It is not a diminishment symbolic of moral deteriora

tion, however, but a literal observation of the comparative smallness 

of both the male and female leaders of his clan and their outstanding 

achievements despite their stature. Joseph F. Trimmer observes that 

the code of heroism and gallantry is inextricably intermingled with 

Bayard's memories as recorded in the novel, both Colonel Sartoris 

260 

and Granny Millard personifying the code. As Bayard's under

standing increases, he perceives the rightness of his father's and 

grandmother's acts in defending their family and community so that 

he too is eventually a participant in violence. However, he 

260 
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possesses both the understanding of—and the will to do—right after 

the war has passed into history. Then he judges the ante-bellum 

morality as possessed by Sartoris and Granny rather than their war

time ethics to be the absolute truth by which to live. 

Sartoris and Granny are alike in their behavior in still 

another way. Granny, having successfully achieved large victories 

for the community, longs for one last victory for her clan; thus she 

is victimized by Ab Snopes in the fatal horse transaction with 

Crumby's gang. And Colonel Sartoris, having grown accustomed to his 

sense of power and having become complacent in regard to violence, 

ultimately prepares his own destruction. Eventually, the Sartoris 

261 
name comes to stand for a compulsion to glamorous self-destruction; 

its romanticized legends deriving from Colonel John and his Carolina 

brother and their escapades during and after the war. The male 

members of the clan, the long succession of Johns and Bayards, are 

truly individuals, however, who act and react within the context of 

their particular times. Moreover, the behavior of the vjomen in 

their clan is an influential factor in the behavior of the men. 

Granny is committed to the life forces, risking her safety 

in order to contribute to the nourishment and well-being of her clan 

and community. Earle Birney observes that she is the spirit of the 

262 
title of the book: she is eventually defeated but never "licked;" 
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and Melvin Backman says that it is the feminine strength rather than 

26^ 
the masculine that remains unvanquished in the tale. Backman 

perceives within her character the Southern qualities of Christian 

righteousness, paternalism, pride, resistance, and the will and power 

264 
to act. Her death is "the direct result of wrong actions taken 

for the best of reasons"; because she cannot break the pattern of new 

behavior, established for the sake of the hungry, she moves against 

265 
her intuition into the fatal transaction with Crumby. Granny 

enters the transaction affirming that "Southern men would not harm a 

woman" despite the fact that "women who had lived alone for three 

years surrounded by invading armies were afraid to stay in the houses 

at night" ("Riposte in Tertio," p. 171). Having successfully resisted 

the forces that have attempted to destroy the order that she repre

sents. Granny accepts Ab Snopes' declaration of the trustworthiness 

of Crumby because Snopes tempts her with the opportunity to provide 

for the future of her son-in-law when he returns from the v/ar. 

Snopes reminds Granny that " . . . soon Father would return home to 

his ruined plantation and most of his slaves vanished; and how it 

would be if, when he came home and looked about at his desolate 

future, she could take fifteen hundred dollars in cash out of her 

pocket and say, 'Here. Start over with this' . . . " ("Riposte in 

2^0 
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Tertio," p. 172). Cleanth Brooks maintains that it is Granny's 

Ignorance of the forces at work in history—including those repre

sented by Ab Snopes—and her underestimate of the depths of reality 

266 
that lead to her demise; her will to provide for her family's 

security is the force that makes Granny vulnerable to the inscrutable 

forces which are ultimately responsible for reducing her to the image 

of a broken puppet: "She had looked little alive, but now she looked 

like she had collapsed, like she had been made out of a lot of little 

thin dry light sticks notched together and braced with cord, and now 

the cord had broken and all the little sticks had collapsed in a 

quiet heap on the floor, and somebody had spread a clean and faded 

calico dress over them" ("Riposte in Tertio," p. 175). 

Because Granny has been forced into performing the tasks of 

the male (providing the means by which the female may be a success

ful Feeder) as well as of the female. Bayard also accepts the respon

sibility of a man's job while he is yet a boy. Community tradition 

is delineated through the tutelage of Buck McCaslin, who reminds 

Bayard of his obligation as a Sartoris to avenge Granny's death; 

and although Bayard assumes the responsibility of enacting the 

code, he murders Crumby in a mechanical adherence to the code rather 

267 
than from a sense of personal vengeance. His act of violence is 

268 
emotionally injurious to Bayard although he comes into his own 
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manhood in the act of wiring the grisly symbol of retribution to the 

board marking Granny's grave. The weeks of pursuit leading to the 

violent act terminate, however, in a scene reminiscent of the conclu

sion of the trip to Hawkhurst, back home with the slaves, mules, and 

trunks; for Bayard and Ringo see Louvinia's cabin "lighted like for 

Christmas . . . the big fire and the lamp, clean and bright" and 

Louvinia running out into the darkness and rain to greet them with 

the good news that the war is over and Colonel John and Drusilla 

home ("Vendee," pp. 212-13). The boys' tears at the grave, the dark

ness, and the fatigue are transformed into purifying rain, brilliance, 

and revivifying sleep within the walls of the familiar cabin that 

contains the surrogate Feeder, Louvinia, and promise of the reunion 

269 
with family and the restoration of former virtue and order. The 

scene symbolizes the termination of the forces of darkness that 

deny life and the restitution of the forces of light that confirm it. 

Bayard passing from childhood innocence into the ambiguities of 

adult experience and guilt, his manhood purchased as it were in 

obedience to the code of the community and announced by Uncle Buck, 

'"Ain't I told you he is John Sartoris' boy? Hey? Ain't I told 

you?'" ("Vende"̂ ," p. 213). 

269 
While Louvinia has prepared a meal for the boys, they are 

too exhausted to eat, falling asleep in their clothing upon the 
familiar pallet. 



CHAPTER VIII 

THE POST-BELLUM SOUTH; AUNT JENNY AND OTHERS 

Aunt Jenny occupies the role of a traditional Feeder in both 

The Unvanquished and in Sartoris (published in 1929). Like Granny 

Millard, she confirms life by performing within the Sartoris house

hold after the house is rebuilt. Younger sister of Colonel John, 

Jenny does not abdicate during the war the feminine duties for which 

her nature suits her, as does Drusilla Hawk, as formerly mentioned. 

Aunt Jenny is fortunate enough to share a few nights with her young 

husband before he is killed in battle; but despite the fact that she 

remains unmarried and childless, she is not unsexed by the war, as 

is Drusilla. Aunt Jenny arrives at Sartoris during the era of 

Reconstruction, bearing with her salvaged pieces of stained glass 

from John's and her Carolina home and "a hamper basket containing 

two bottles of old sherry and . . . two jasmine cuttings" ("An 

Odor of Verbena," p. 271). Even though Drusilla has since married 

Sartoris and is mistress of the rebuilt house, it is Aunt Jenny 

who functions as the Feeder. She is "the preserver of the inheri

tance" of the family, all that is fragile and precious in the 

270 

Sartoris heritage. Colonel John sets the stained-glass frag

ments into a fanlight in one of the drawing room windows for her; 
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and Jenny herself initiates the creation of a new garden. Both the 

colored pieces of glass and the garden connect Aunt Jenny to the 

forces of life, the sunlight providing luminous reflections of 

varying colors upon the surfaces of the drawing room in patterns that 

shift with the orbiting earth throughout successive years, and the 

garden providing an organic connection between Jenny and the Sartoris 

household together with the extended community of Jefferson. As 

Cleanth Brooks says. Aunt Jenny represents sanity and stability while 

she continues "to be the nurturing and sustaining force on which a 

271 
society rests"; and Sally Page identifies her with the earth, 

affectionately "protecting, instructing, and mothering her Sartoris 

272 
men." Unlike Drusilla, she is not "pulled out of her orbit by 

273 
untoward events, nor is she unsexed and embittered"; instead. 

Aunt Jenny possesses a "keen insight into the practical problems of 

survival" and does all that she can in order to protect the lives 

274 
and well-being of others. 

In narrating the story's events. Bayard is sensitive to the 

activities of Aunt Jenny just as he is to those of Granny. He notes 

that Jenny teaches Ringo to call the parlor the drawing room, indi

cating that she is responsible for re-establishing the subtle forms 

271 
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of polite society. He recalls her arrival in January, sitting upon 

the wagon seat in the icy, clear air and holding a lace parasol while 

"nursing a hamper basket containing two bottle of old sherry . . . " 

("An Odor of Verbena," p. 271). This scene is reminiscent of the 

wagon trips with Granny in which the basket of provisions nestled 

with the ancient rifle, taken from the wall over the fireplace. Now 

that order has been restored, the necessities of life—the hamper of 

foodstuffs—are combined with live jasmine cuttings rather than with 

the instrument of death. In the deadness of winter. Aunt Jenny 

arrives bearing live clippings, which become bushes that Bayard 

identifies six years later in the garden when he is called home upon 

the death of Colonel Sartoris. Moreover, Bayard recognizes that the 

garden exists solely because of Aunt Jenny's ministrations: "And 

Aunt Jenny had come to live with us now so we had the garden (Dru

silla would no more have bothered with flowers than Father himself 

would have) . . . " ("An Odor of Verbena," p. 253). 

As Bayard awakens on the morning when he is expected by 

Drusilla and the community to fulfill the code of violence by slay

ing his father's slayer. Bayard hears the mockingbird's day song 

combining with the melodies of other birds—"the sparrows from the 

stable, the thrush that lived in Aunt Jenny's garden, and . . . a 

quail too from the pasture and now there was light in the room" 

("An Odor of Verbena," p. 278). Bayard hears first the sounds of 

animate nature that originate in inanimate nature—a portion of it 

having been created by the hands of Aunt Jenny—and then perceives 

the dawn as it distributes a faint light and finally a rosy glow 
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about his room. Next, the orderly sounds of the familiar servants 

as they prepare for the business of the day culminate in the soundless 

appearance of Aunt Jenny as she emerges from the dining room to tell 

Bayard that she will think well of him "'even if you spend the day 

hidden in the stable loft'" ("An Odor of Verbena," p. 280). The 

evocations of the morning are those which affirm life and succor it 

(Louvinia in the kitchen and Aunt Jenny in the dining room), Aunt 

Jenny's affirmation of her regard for Bayard complementing the forces 

of life. 

Brooks declares that while Aunt Jenny may be counted on to 

see through codes, she sympathizes with Bayard in his position as 

a man. Her words are meant to sustain him in the decision which he 

alone may make; but she counsels him not to permit Drusilla, '"a 

poor hysterical young woman'" (p. 276), the pattern of Sartoris's 

life itself, or the community to make his decision for him. Aunt 

Jenny is particularly proud of Bayard when he discovers a way by 

275 
which he may transcend the code rather than evade it. A seeker 

of peace. Aunt Jenny is relieved when Bayard avoids the violence of 

the past, returning in the twilight to her in the drawing room: 

"There was no light . . . except the last of the afterglow which came 

through the western window where Aunt Jenny's colored glass was" 

("An Odor of Verbena," p. 291). Bayard has come inside from the 

encroaching darkness, where "there was still a good deal of light 

in the pasture, though the whippoorwills had begun, and when we 

275 
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[Ringo accompanies him] reached the house there was a mockingbird 

singing in the magnolia, the night song now, the drowsy moony one, 

and again the moon like the rim print of a heel in wet sand" ("An 

Odor of Verbena," p. 291). The day begins and ends with the music 

and illumination of nature and the accompaniment of a wise woman's 

276 
moral support. I'flien Bayard enters the room. Aunt Jenny tells him 

that Drusilla has gone away; thus the ones whose dedication to the 

code of honor that frequently spawns violence have left Sartoris to 

the peace-makers, the young Feeder and her nephew, the student of 

law. 

Drusilla, who in her special role as an anti-Feeder consti

tutes a foil to both Granny Millard and Aunt Jenny, adopts the 

masculine code of the ante-bellum ruling class, the gentleman, when 

her fiance dies in battle, thereby repudiating the feminine role in 

society. When young Bayard visits Hawkhurst with Granny, on the way 

to appeal for the return of her property, Drusilla has adopted the 

clothing of a man and has cut her hair short: "it looked like 

Father's would when he would tell Granny about him and the men 

cutting each other's hair with a bayonet. She was sunburned and her 

hands were hard and scratched like a man's that works" ("Raid," 

p. 103). Drusilla asks Bayard to request permission from Colonel 

John (her uncle through his late wife's family) for her to ride with 

his troop. Moreover, she tells him about her abdication from the 

traditional female role: 

27fi 
Longley, Jr., The Tragic Mask, p. 179 
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. . . "Who wants to sleep now, with so much happening, so 
much to see? Living used to be dull, you see. Stupid. You 
lived in the same house your father was born in, and your 
father's sons and daughters had the sons and daughters of the 
same Negro slaves to nurse and coddle; and then you grew up and 
you fell in love with your acceptable young man, and in time 
you would marry him, in your mother's wedding gown, perhaps, 
and with the same silver for presents she had received; and then 
you settled down forevermore while you got children to feed and 
bathe and dress until they grew up, too; and then you and your 
husband died quietly and were buried together maybe on a summer 
afternoon just before suppertime. Stupid, you see. But now you 
can see for yourself how it is; it's fine now; you don't have 
to worry now about the house and the silver, because they get 
burned up and carried away; and you don't have to worry about 
the Negroes, because they tramp the roads all night waiting for 
a chance to drown in homemade Jordan; and you don't have to 
worry about getting children to bathe and feed and change, 
because the young men can ride away and get killed in the fine 
battles; and you don't even have to sleep alone, you don't even 
have to sleep at all . . ." ("Raid," pp. 114-15). 

Drusilla's sorrow has been reduced to bitterness, her love and faith 

converted into cynicism. Olga W. Vickery designates Drusilla as an 

extreme example of "emancipated" womanhood emerging from sheltered 

277 
femininity; in pursuance of this same idea Lytle asserts that 

because she "realizes that her role as sweetheart, wife and mother, 

the formal succession of woman's roles in the family order, will 

disappear," she deliberately unsexes herself and becomes a member of 

278 
Sartoris's troop. 

An active and courageous woman, she evidences the same kind 

of stamina and resistance to the disruption of the old order as does 

Granny Millard; however, unlike Granny, Drusilla abdicates the 

feminine principles of life giving and life preserving, the Feeding 

277 
The Novels of William Faulkner, p. 259 

278 
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role, in favor of the destructive forces of battle during the war and 

the primitive code of honor afterwards. Indeed, she repudiates the 

27Q 
whole of the traditional life of her sex, calling it '"Stupid."' 

According to Sally Page, both Granny and Drusilla "are drawn into the 

destructive male world because of the extensiveness of the disaster, 

the need for a daring response to it, and their possession of the 

somewhat masculine traits of pride and defiance"; and both suffer as 

a consequence of their partial or whole abdication of the traditional 

280 
female role. Drusilla's commitment to her adopted role is such 

that she is unable to deny it at the end of the war; thus she contin

ues to act the part of the soldier at the side of Sartoris, even in 

the wedding dress forced upon her by the grandmothers of Jefferson, 

"the guardians of society" who insist that she perform her natural 

281 
feminine role. Lytle comments that Aunt Louisa and her supporters 

in Jefferson are oblivious to Drusilla's acts of heroism in their 

determination to resist the continuation of the disruption of social 

282 
forms for which one grandmother died. But Drusilla is just as 

oblivious to the heroism of ordinary women performing their natural 

rites as Feeders. Backman says that "she embraces honor as a 

279 
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280 
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281 
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282 
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rallying cry, force as her method, and intolerance as her outlook," 

283 
continuing to practice violence after a lost war. 

When Bayard arrives at Sartoris late in the night after being 

summoned. Aunt Jenny wishes to see him given over into the comfort

able embrace of bed and sleep—if it will come; but Drusilla is 

dressed and waiting to present him the dueling pistols. Longley 

comments that Drusilla, having been forbidden to participate further 

in the violence of Reconstruction by her marriage to Sartoris and 

her resumption of female attire (she exemplifies her allegiance to 

masculine codes, however, by continuing to wear her hair short), 

lives vicariously thereafter on the violence she engenders in 

284 
others. While this assessment may be too narrowly expressed, it 

is true that Drusilla is not a peace-maker like Jenny. Instead, she 

counsels violence, pressuring Bayard with her "feverish eyes brilliant 

and voracious" and her impassioned speech. Both Backman and Gorman 

Beauchamp compare Drusilla with the Roman priestesses who served as 

285 
guardians of the public faith. Backman declares that by marrying 

Sartoris, Drusilla embraces "the fierce, bitter South of the night-

286 
riders" and that she serves as Priestess of the South. The dead 

verbena that she wears and presents to Bayard along with the dueling 

283 
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284 
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286 
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pistols in the night are symbolic of courage and honor; but the 

blossoms and the pistols contrast sharply with the jasmine cuttings 

and bottles of old sherry associated with Aunt Jenny when she 

arrives at Sartoris during Reconstruction. When Drusilla perceives 

Bayard's intention regarding the code, she gives herself over to 

hysteria, an emotional reaction that Michael Millgate calls "an 

index of suffering and grief to which she had been subjected during 

287 
and since the Civil War." Sartoris had admitted to Bayard that 

he was tired of killing men: "'I shall do a little moral house-

cleaning'" ("An Odor of Verbena," p. 266); but Drusilla is one of 

the casualties of war who may not surrender to the forms of peace. 

288 
Without Sartoris to serve like a good soldier, Drusilla has no 

home in Sartoris. 

Aunt Jenny, on the other hand, emerges from both the war and 

the era of reconstruction psychically whole because she adheres to 

her nature, accepting the grief that is hers with the death of her 

husband, and keeping her faith intact. Drusilla is left "without 

289 
any meaningful pattern of life to pursue," her emblems odiferous 

dead flowers and dueling pistols; while Aunt Jenny's life is un

limited vitality, her emblems being those of the Feeder, the hearth 

287 
The Achievement of William Faulkner (New York: Random 

House, 1966), p. 169, 
288 

Brooks comments upon her obedience to Sartoris in the 
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and the garden. Brooks says that one of the overarching themes of 

the novel is the warping of women from their proper nature and 

290 
function. Drusilla reacts to the breakdown of order by denying 

the efficacy of the order altogether; but Bayard and Aunt Jenny react 

to the order's destruction by reaffirming its value by working to 

restore it. Elmo Howell writes that Faulkner has "a particular 

affection for old ladies" and quotes Faulkner's belief that through 

291 
them a race has succeeded in its continuation. Because Granny 

Millard is succeeded by an effectual Feeder, Aunt Jenny, Bayard is 

strengthened in his commitment to ante-bellum morality as he per

ceives it. The long day of proving what his commitments genuinely 

are comes to an end with Colonel Sartoris removed forever from the 

violence which he had begun to disdain but had lacked the ability to 

avoid, and the pitiable Drusilla returning to the home of her people, 

leaving Sartoris to Bayard and Aunt Jenny, who hear the sounds of 

Louvinia "laying the table for supper" ("An Odor of Verbena," 

p. 293), Bayard inhaling the fragrance of the verbena left on his 

bed by Drusilla as an expression of her regard for his courage of 

the morning, the courage which liberated him from the patterns to 

which she and his Father were inextricably bound. Perhaps the single 

sprig of verbena left by Drusilla is symbolic of her residual impulse 

toward the rituals of the Feeder, rites which she has denied as conse

quence of the war. 

290 
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Almost five decades later. Aunt Jenny continues as the chief 

Feeder in the Sartoris household as it appears in the novel Sartoris. 

Almost eighty, she has maintained the management of the home alter

nately alone and in conjunction with the wives of Bayard, Sartoris, 

and of his son John, and his grandson Bayard. The name of "old" 

Bayard's wife is not recorded in Faulkner's canon; but John's 

deceased wife was Lucy Cranston, and Bayard's first wife, Caroline 

White, who has died along with their infant son a few months before 

the novel begins. During the course of the novel. Bayard marries 

Narcissa Benbow, who bears his son, Benbow Sartoris, on the same 

day that Bayard dies. The deaths of the women wed to the Sartoris 

males suggest their fragility in contrast to the strength and resil

iency of Aunt Jenny, whose veins course with the same blood as that 

of the clan whom she serves. While visiting the graves of her 

departed clan at the end of the novel. Aunt Jenny muses upon the 

fate of "the wives whom they had dragged into their arrogant orbits" 

who were, "despite their pompous genealogical references, modest and 

292 

effacing as the song of thrushes beneath the eyrie of an eagle." 

The emblem of the women wed to Sartoris men is thus music, while that 

of Aunt Jenny is the garden; the emblems are those suggestive of the 

commitment to the ideal on the one hand and to the natural on the 

other. The sketchy references to the Sartoris wives within Sartoris 

292 
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imply that their life spans decreased as modernity increased, a 

pattern that is consistent with the life spans of their respective 

husbands. 

In the creation of the cosmos represented by his fictional 

293 
Yoknapatawpha County, Faulkner embodies the essence of Southern 

experience as it shifts from the ethos of a folk culture to that of 

a civil organization, presenting "the paradoxes and the dilemmas of 

southern life and thought in the only way in which they can ulti-

294 
mately be comprehended—in concrete and particularized terms." 

The concrete evocations of life emanate most frequently in Sartoris 

from the ministrations of Aunt Jenny; within the household of the 

sturdy yeomen in the backwoods of Jefferson, the MacCallums; and as 

a consequence of the hospitality of the simple Negro family who 

share Christmas dinner with Bayard. Each one of these groups 

293 
Note the following comment from an interview in 1956 with 

Jean Stein Vanden Heuvel; 
"Beginning with Sartoris, I discovered that my own little postage 
stamp of native soil was worth writing about and that I would 
never live long enough to exhaust it, and that by sublimating 
the actual into the apocryphal I would have complete liberty to 
use whatever talent I might have to its absolute top. It 
opened up a gold mine of other people, so I created a cosmos of 
my own. I can move these people around like God, not only in 
space but in time too. . . . I like to think of the world I 
created as being a kind of keystone in the universe; that, 
small as that keystone is, if it were ever taken away the 
universe itself would collapse" ("William Faulkner: An Inter
view," reprinted in Writers at Work: The Paris Review Interviews, 
ed. Malcolm Cowley [New York: The Viking Press, 1958], p. 141). 
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represents in a different degree the traditional patterns of suste

nance that persist despite the encroachments of a new order upon 

their lives. 

The rhythms of the seasons, as reflected in the cultivation 

of Aunt Jenny's garden, "take on a ritualistic significance to evoke 

a sense of the permanency of life and the succession of generations," 

295 
in contrast to the destructive forces of war. Thus, as Lauren R. 

Stevens affirms, the theme of the novel is the striving of the indi

vidual "towards peace and harmony, against the background of shifting 

296 
society." Sally Page calls the work an "elegy written for the 

loss of an ideal that is perpetually mocked by the realities of 

297 
existence;" for Bayard's inclination to die heroically is expressive 

of his desire to escape the sterility of the developing wasteland 

that makes his existence intolerable. Passing a night in jail, on 

the order of Aunt Jenny, Bayard thinks of his death-in-life exis

tence: "Three score and ten years to drag a stubborn body about the 

world and cozen its insistent demands. Three score and ten, the 

Bible said. Seventy years. And he was only twenty-six. Not much 

more than a third through it. Hell" (p. 138). 

Counterpointing Bayard's ennui are the vital rituals of the 

old folk who behave within the pattern of traditional manners. Aunt 

295 
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296 
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Jenny manages the garden, the black servants, and her Sartoris males 

according to the patterns observed by Southern matriarchs for genera

tions while achieving an acceptable compromise with the present. For 

example, she is the first of the family to ride in Bayard's automo

bile, and she returns from the journey to town with "her eyes shining 

and her dry old cheeks . . . flushed" (p. 77). However, she refuses 

to accept the reflection of "suave asepsis" in the behavior of 

Dr. Alford's receptionist. Myrtle, Aunt Jenny calling out in her 

instead the familiarity and communal ties that bind them as neighbors, 

298 
at the cost of the receptionist's impinging urban professionalism. 

Aunt Jenny clings to the forms that affirm humanity and denies those 

which destroy it. 

Similarly, complementing Aunt Jenny in the practice of 

traditions that preserve humanity, old Bayard ritualistically holds 

communion with old man Falls, gifting him with small parcels of 

coveted foodstuffs at each visit and periodically providing clothing 

for him. Through the actions of the older generation, Sartoris is 

informed with "an earlier and better time when the sense of community 

was strong enough in the South to transcend the accidents of race 

299 
and class." 

In the manner of the old days, the Sartorises are served by 

the black family of Simon, whose cabin is located nearby. Simon's 
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daughter Elnora performs the household tasks assigned to her by 

Aunt Jenny in the traditional manner; for example, she continues to 

do the family's laundry in a black kettle over an outdoor fire in the 

pattern of her grandmother, Louvinia. Simon himself continues to 

judge the behavior of the Sartorises according to the standards of 

Colonel John's age, disdaining the substitution of automobiles for 

the "proper" equippage of gentle folk, the horse-drawn carriage. 

When his son Caspey returns from war and service in Europe with 

anti-traditional ideas, both Simon and Elnora warn him to relinquish 

them. But Caspey ignores them, continuing to loll around the 

Sartoris kitchen for a week after his return, ^^en old Bayard at 

last orders Caspey to saddle his horse, Caspey says, '"I ain't 

workin' here,'" just low enough that old Bayard cannot hear him. 

After Bayard knocks Caspey through the kitchen door with a length of 

stove wood, however, the young Negro resumes the traditional pattern 

of working for his food, his father saying, "'I kep' tellin' you 

dem new-fangled war notions of yo'n wa'n't gwine ter work on this 

place . . . And you better thank de good Lawd fer makin' yo' haid 

hard ez hit is. You . . . save dat nigger freedom talk fer town-

folks; dey mought stomach it. Whut us niggers want ter be free fer, 

anyhow? Ain't we got ez many white folks now ez we kin suppo't?'" 

(pp. 80-81). 

Moreover, Simon's grandson Isom attains his freedom in 

particles of time by acting within the traditional system with 

Miss Jenny, who bids him work in the garden while she entertains 

Narcissa: '"And I want to look out that window in a few minutes and 
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see you in the garden with that hoe again . . . And I want to see 

both of your hands on it this time, and I want to see it moving, too. 

You hear me?'" (p. 62). As soon as the women enter the house, how

ever, Isom joins the rest of his family in the kitchen to hear 

Caspey's war tales. Aunt Jenny knowing exactly where he is. '"He 

knows as well as I do that I won't dare look out that window, after 

what I said,'" she advises Narcissa (p. 62). And, in response to 

his grandfather's query, "'Ain't you got some gyardenin' to do, 

boy?'" Isom replies, '"Naw, suh . . . Miss Jenny say us done caught 

up dis mawnin.'" Knowing better, Simon responds, "'Well, don't 

you come whinin' ter me when she jumps on you'" (p. 62). Thus, as 

Elmo Howell observes, the older members of the family and their 

black servants "keep their sanity and hold their own in the modern 

world," the general prosperity and satisfaction of the white family 

being reflected in the contentment and well-being of its black 

. 300 counterpart. 

Other noteworthy families in the environs of Jefferson are 

also "holding their own" to a certain degree against the impulses 

of a shifting society, as will be noted later in a consideration of 

the MacCallums and the Negro family who provide Christmas dinner 

for Bayard. Another minor representative of the old folk who persist 

in traditional patterns is Dr. Peabody, who operates his practice 

from a cluttered room above the town's square, oblivious to notions 

of sanitation and sterilization. As John Sartoris's regimental 

300_,., ,,, 
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surgeon, Peabody temporarily interrupted his service in the community, 

returning thereafter to his habit of ministering to whatever family 

sends for him in exchange for "a meal of corn pone and coffee, or 

perhaps a small measure of corn or fruit, or a few flower bulbs or 

graftings" (p. 92). At eighty-seven, Peabody is still active and 

beloved: "it was said that he could spend the balance of his days 

driving about the county in the buckboard he still used, with never 

a thought for board and lodging and without the expenditure of a 

penny for either" (p. 92). 

As these examples indicate, the conjunction of the traditional 

behavior of the old folk with the cyclical rhythms of the earth as 

illustrated in Aunt Jenny's garden, the Sartoris's farm land, and the 

passage of time in dependable seasons informs the novel with "a 

counterpoint to doom," the psychological malady which infects young 

301 
Bayard Sartoris. The natural movement of time is forward, the 

old folk accepting the flow of life and guarding against the forces 

which would reduce the value of humanity; but Bayard's psychological 

time is a reversal of the flow, a movement backward in time to the 

deprivation of the recent war and to the formalized and romanticised 

legends of the civil war, both wars embracing the heroic actions of 

his kinsmen, twin and great-grandfather and great-uncle. 

Upon Bayard's return to Sartoris, Aunt Jenny resumes the 

nourishing patterns in regard to Bayard that are natural to her: she 

301 
Dale A. Sorenson, "Structure in William Faulkner's Sartoris 

The Contrast Between Psychological and Natural Time," Arizona 
Quarterly, 25 (Autumn 1969), 264. _. 



162 

orders both him and his grandfather inside from the dark porch where 

they have been conferring, "entering his life again without a by-your-

leave, taking up the snarled threads of it after her brisk and capable 

fashion" (p. 53). "'You come on and eat your supper,'" she commands 

Bayard. "'And you come on in, too . . . Time you were in bed,'" she 

tells old Bayard, as she "swept him also into the orbit of her will 

as you gather a garment from a chair in passing" (p. 53). She 

serves Bayard food and a pitcher of milk from the ice-box at the 

kitchen table, vetoing a toddy suggested by old Bayard. '"Milk's 

what he wants,'" says Aunt Jenny; '"I reckon he had to drink enough 

whisky during that war to last him for a while'" (p. 53). With 

firmness she sends old Bayard off to bed while she prepares her 

great-grandnephew's bed. Later, when Bayard groans aloud in his 

torturous dreams. Aunt Jenny carries a glass of milk to him, remain

ing beside the bed while she strokes his brow in the room "filled 

now with a gray light, sourceless and chill" (p. 54). Her ministra

tions are intended to warm his soul and nourish his body; but Bayard 

petulantly abjures them, telling her, '"Get away . . . Let me alone'" 

(p. 55). Nevertheless, Miss Jenny replies, "'Hush . . . Go to 

sleep'"; and his head cannot evade her hand (p. 55). 

Sally Page writes that in Faulkner's fiction "the earth and 

woman are symbolic of the nature of the human condition, and they 

embody both its limitations and its potentialities. Man cannot 

escape the hold of woman and the land over him because he cannot 

escape the limitations of human existence. He is required to cope 

with the evil, the chaos, and the minor imperfections of human life 
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if he is to avoid self-destruction . . . When man accepts the limita

tions of the human situation and submits himself to the natural pro-

302 
cesses of life, he can survive meaningfully." Bayard is one of 

those men who are unable to yield themselves peacefully to either the 

earth or to woman, his brief interlude of farming and his marriage to 

Narcissa being cast away as abruptly as when he attempts to relieve 

himself of Aunt Jenny's touch. He consigns himself to solitude and 

the emblem of his existence, the cold, causing Narcissa to say of 

him, '"He doesn't love anybody. He won't even love the baby. He 

doesn't seem to be glad, or sorry, or anything'" (p. 241). Richard 

Carpenter associates the leitmotif of the cold used with Bayard with 

Dante's inhabitants of the inferno who are immobilized in ice, the 

appropriate punishment of those cold in heart whose self-regard 

303 
brings ruin to those whom they most would love. 

Aunt Jenny strives to "pick up the pieces and re-establish 

304 
order after each new act of folly" committed by the Sartoris males. 

She criticizes as well as admires them, and she modifies, as well as 

preserves, traditions—traits that reveal a flexibility within her 

which does not exist in the male members of her family. She performs 

sensibly, denying liquor to Bayard; making old Bayard change from 

wet boots to dry slippers; providing company for Bayard when he is 

confined to his bed x̂ ith broken ribs while she attends to her 

302 
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regular Feeding tasks; finally wiring him when his absence grows 

intolerable the instruction, "'Come home you fool and see your family 

or I will have you arrested'" (p. 293). While her failure to restore 

Bayard to the traditional patterns is cause for remorse, it is not 

the death of another Sartoris which forces her to the sickbed, but 

rather the murder of Simon, the last of those in the extended family 

whose ways have significantly conformed to her own; "'I think . . . 

that I'll be sick for a while,'" she says, setting a limit of three 

weeks upon her sickness (pp. 295-96). Despite her self-indulgence, 

however, propped on pillows and "in a frivolous lace cap," she con

tinues to direct the affairs of the household, sometimes storming 

"with unimpaired vigor from her window at Isom and Caspey in the 

yard beneath" (p. 295). 

When she rises from her sickbed. Aunt Jenny immediately pays 

a visit to the cemetery, where she directs Isom in the cleaning of 

the graves of young Bayard and Simon. As Isom carries away the arm

loads of dead and withered flowers. Aunt Jenny muses on the history 

of the Sartorises, wondering if Narcissa's comment—that only in a 

world without men could there be peace—has any validity. Her 

thoughts are interrupted by Dr. Peabody and his son, a New York 

surgeon who periodically rides the train thirty-six hours in order 

to spend twenty with his father, hours which are devoted to walking 

or riding about Jefferson and the countryside, or sitting on the 

veranda or before the fire all night, talking. Instantly, Aunt 

Jenny's sharp sense of humor emerges as she exchanges bantering 

conversation with them, an exchange that leads to her inviting them 
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to dinner. Even in the cemetery. Aunt Jenny's feeding commitment is 

registered as natural; for it accompanies the tradition reflected in 

the bonds of devotion observable in the relationship of the two men, 

father and son. The pair, separated by space for most of the year, 

are joined in their mutual respect and in their spiritual reverence 

for life, the young doctor*s periodic visits sometimes being can

celled by his obligation to his patients. Although the men cour

teously refuse her invitation, they and Aunt Jenny are linked in the 

episode to the traditional manners and ethos of the ante-bellum folk 

society, the males being committed to preserving life through the 

selfless practice of medicine and the female comparably committed 

through her service as the Feeder. Through their ministrations, the 

momentum of the encroaching social disorder is temporarily abated. 

In another episode, the elder Peabody is a guest at the table 

of Aunt Jenny. The occasion is Thanksgiving dinner, shortly after 

the marriage of Bayard and Narcissa; and Narcissa's brother, Horace 

Benbow, is also a guest. With the assistance of Simon at the side

board. Aunt Jenny presides at the feast from "behind her barricade 

of cups and urns and jugs of things" (p. 236). The table conversa

tion begins pleasantly enough; but Aunt Jenny unhappily makes a 

reference that intimidates Horace, who is waiting for Belle Mitchell's 

divorce to become final so that he may marry her. Shortly thereafter. 

Dr. Peabody teases Jenny before the assemblage about his having 

proposed to her; but she denies that she ever considered him as a 

potential mate, blushing in the encounter. Narcissa at once moves to 

comfort her. Bayard only contributing to the discomfort of his aunt. 
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Look at her face . . . She's blushing,'" Bayard says (p. 239). 

Even so. Aunt Jenny's "head was still high amid the gibing laughter." 

Immediately, her spirits gain the ascendancy; and Jenny bids Narcissa 

sit back down, saying, "'I ain't scared of any man alive'" (p. 239). 

The meal continues in peace thereafter, everyone eating heartily and 

"glancing now and then across the table at one another in a rosy glow 

of amicability and steamy odors" (p. 239). 

The feast is replete with every tasty dish conceivable, 

beginning with a fish which causes old Bayard to exclaim, "'My God, 

Simon . . . where did you get a whale this time of year?'" (p. 236). 

Old Bayard inquires of Jenny why she includes the fish: "'Who wants 

to clutter his stomach up with fish in November, with a kitchen full 

of 'possum and turkey and squirrel?'" (p. 237). Replying that 

others may want some of it, she explains to her guests: "'We always 

had a fish course at home . . . But you can't wean these Mississippi 

country folks away from bread and meat to save your life'" (p. 237). 

Assisted by Isom, Simon brings the various dishes to the 

table: 

. . . for the next few minutes they moved steadily between 
kitchen and dining-room with a roast turkey and a smoked ham 
and a dish of quail and another of squirrels, and a baked 
'possum in a bed of sweet potatoes and squash and pickled 
beets, and sweet potatoes and Irish potatoes, and rice and hominy, 
and hot biscuit and beaten biscuit and delicate long sticks of 
cornbread, and strawberry and pear preserves, and quince and 
apple jelly, and stewed cranberries and pickled peaches. . . . 
From time to time Isom entered with hot bread, while Simon stood 
overlooking the field somewhat as Caesar must have stood looking 
down into Gaul, once it was well in hand, or the Lord God Him
self when He contemplated His latest chemical experiment and 
saw that it was good. . . . Then Simon brought in pies of three 
kinds, and a small, deadly plum pudding, and a cake baked 
cunningly with whisky and nuts and fruits and ravishing as odors 
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of heaven and treacherous and fatal as sin; and at last, with an 
air sibylline and solemnly profound, a bottle of port. The sun 
lay hazily in the glowing west, falling levelly through the 
windows and on the silver arrayed on the sideboard, dreaming in 
mellow gleams among its placed rotundities and on the colored 
panes in the fanlight high in the western wall (pp. 239-40). 

Although the episode begins in a degree of disorder that 

threatens the spiritual integration of the communicants of the 

Thanksgiving ritual, it finally moves into a satisfying observance 

of the traditional feeding patterns as they are severely guarded by 

Aunt Jenny. The meal concludes in the serenity and order that 

accompany contentment. Aunt Jenny's preserved pieces of colored 

glass and the Thanksgiving ritual blend together in a synthesis with 

the falling rays of the sun upon the silver-laden sideboard, the 

harmony thereby achieved being the result of the dedication of the 

Feeder and the faithful support of the servant family, who remain an 

integral part of the Sartorises. The Thanksgiving observance is a 

commitment to time-honored patterns which retard the movement toward 

disintegration within the clan and the larger social unit, the 

community, as represented by the inclusion of Horace and Dr. Peabody. 

However, the unit is small and significantly without children 

and adolescents who might learn to perform the ritual and thereby 

preserve it. Narcissa's leitmotif, serenity, implies a passiveness 

and a disinterest in the activities of the Feeder (she is always the 

recipient of the feeding impulse rather than the instigator), an 

indication that she is not equipped with the spiritual capacity for 

the Feeder's responsibilities. Her association with the piano and 

Horace's repeated comparison of her to Keats's Grecian urn link her 
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to the realm of art, which for all its beauty and attractiveness is 

not a substitute for life. Man may live with art, but not in it. 

And woman may bear a child and nurture its growth without being a 

Feeder in the traditional sense. 

Lawrence E. Bowling includes a reference to the meaning of 

the narcissus in the Christian tradition in the article "Faulkner and 

the Theme of Innocence," in which he claims that the narcissus is the 

flower in the Bible that is called "the rose" and is identified with 

305 
Christ. Narcissa's name, when considered within the Christian 

tradition rather than within that of Greek mythology, is therefore 

ironic because she is not a vessel of love that insures life—abundant 

life—as does Jesus. Bayard is attracted to Narcissa because he 

perceives in her a "steadying presence which can serve as a bulwark 
orv/: 

to his own violence"; but as in the springtime interlude in which 

he is united with the land, his union with Narcissa is only temporar

ily satisfying. Her love is not sufficient for his needs. Capable 

of procreation, Narcissa produces a fifth generation male Sartoris; 

yet she is unable to provide the impetus within her husband that will 

regenerate his will to live, for she herself is inclined to those 

very same forces which are opposite vitality. 

In the article just mentioned. Bowling also discusses 

Faulkner's meaning of the word "serene" in context with Caddy and 

Benjy in The Sound and the Fury. Bowling interprets the meaning to 
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Vickery, The Novels of William Faulkner, p. 22. 
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be innocent, or "not of wisdom," as is Quentin in the same work, whose 

innocence, or inability to distinguish between actuality and imagina

tion prevents him from committing any significant action and contri-

307 
butes to his desire for death. Similarly, young Bayard is the 

victim of "a psychic wound," a psychological disorder which prevents 

him from achieving maturity and morality (Bowling claims that Faulk

ner's view of the end of man is to become moral and that the only 

way he may achieve this end is through the performance of meaningful 

308 
actions ) and reduces him to the state of an irresponsible child 

who evades the responsibilities and meaningful acts of the man, 

309 
particularly those required of husband and father. Like Bayard, 

Narcissa is static; she is the Southern belle "grown over-ripe," 

according to Myra Jehlen, who "gleams properly cool and serene in her 

straight white dresses" and is unable to fulfill the role of the ideal 

Southern woman, that of providing a moralizing influence upon her 

310 311 

men. Repeatedly Faulkner stated that "Life is motion," and in 

his fiction he suggests that those who are not involved in meaningful 

action are those who are contrary to the forces of life. When 
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Narcissa confides to Aunt Jenny that she is concerned because Bayard 

'"doesn't love anybody . . . doesn't seem to be glad, or sorry, or 

anything'" (p. 241), she is characterizing Bayard in his state of 

312 

spiritual numbness. But in truth, Narcissa is a female counter

part of Bayard, finding in her music and her devotion to her brother 

the means to escape the fulfillment of her sexuality. Despite the 

fact that she marries and gives birth to a child, Narcissa appears 

to be inviolate and chaste, characteristics which connect her with 

Caddy, whom Bowling delineates as one of Faulkner's female characters 

who acquire no spiritual growth as a consequence of their actions. 

Bowling points out Faulkner's assessment of Caddy at the age of fifty; 

313 
"ageless and beautiful, cold serene and damned." Caddy too has 

borne a child; and the intimidating word serene that binds her with 

Narcissa suggests that they are somehow alike in spirit. Both are 

females reared without the natural devotion and support of mothers, 

and both are sisters of dreamers, men in pursuit of the ideal and 

offended by the dishonorable. Caddy and Quentin are creatures of a 

world farther removed from the order and stability of the agrarian 

folkways than those of the Sartorises, and more infected by the 

spiritual disease that is merely in the formative stages within the 

time of Narcissa and Horace. The numerous old folk in Sartoris 

represent stability and insure a certain degree of order whereas 

only Dilsey remains in The Sound and the Fury as the promoter of the 
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old verities, as Faulkner calls them, that undergird society. Both 

novels therefore explore the failure of love within the family unit, 

the family of Sartoris still infused with the feeding propensities 

of a female member of the clan—Jenny—but unproductive of another 

generation inclined to insure the continuance of those services which 

promote the spiritual and physical well-being of the family. 

Another family in Sartoris that is in part attempting to 

resist the anti-traditional impulses of the technological society is 

that of Virginius MacCallum, seventy-seven year old yeoman farmer, 

who lives with his six unmarried sons ranging in age between twenty 

and fifty-two, named after Confederate soldiers. Cleanth Brooks and 

Melvin Backman, among other interpreters of Faulkner's works, per

ceive in the backcountry life of the MacCallums the representation of 

the "familial ideal," a "sanity and stability," which "provide an 

314 
antidote to the wasteland which surrounds but does not engulf them." 

Discussed by Albert J. Devlin, "Sartoris: Rereading the 
MacCallum Episode," Twentieth Century Literature, 17 (April 1971), 
83. However, other critics perceive in them the same destructive 
forces that are operable in the clan of Sartoris. For example, 
Irving Howe perceives in the unmarried sons a symbol of decay 
(William Faulkner: A Critical Study, p. 33); and Albert J. Devlin, 
considering the same phenomenon, believes it representative of a 
kind of pathology, old Virginius so rigidly maintaining authority in 
the household that his sons are unable to cultivate their own per
sonalities. Their failure to grow thus negates their participation 
in meaningful action, leaving them passive, even feminine: 

"Virginius MacCallum, because of his highly aggressive person
ality, can logically serve as a source of the family's malaise. 
His masculinity is so overwhelming, his personality so forceful, 
that his sons find it impossible to identify with him and thus 
develop their own masculinity. Their will to rival the father, 
a crucial step in the development of masculinity, is crushed 
because rivalry in the face of such absolute power is inappro
priate for all but the most hardy. I-Jhat is much more appropriate 
—and much safer—is a passive, feminine response" ("Sartoris: 
Rereading the MacCallum Episode," p. 85). 
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In the womanless home (save for the Negro cook, Mandy), the fifty-

year-old Henry has assumed the role of Feeder. "There was something 

domestic, womanish, about Henry, with his squat, slightly tubby 

figure and his mild brown eyes and his capable, unhurried hands," 

writes Faulkner (p. 252). He is a better cook than Mandy, and he is 

responsible for maintaining the traditional feeding rites: 

He it was who superintended the kitchen . . . and the house, 
where he could be found most of the time, pottering soberly at 
some endless task. He visited town almost as infrequently as 
his father; he cared little for hunting, and his sole relaxation 
was making whisky, good whisky and for family consumption alone, 
in a secret fastness known only to his father and the Negro who 
assisted him, after a recipe handed down from lost generations of 
his usquebaugh-bred forebears. He set the kettle and the jug and 
the tumbler on the hearth and took the clay pipe from his father's 
hand and put it on the mantel and reached down a cracked cup of 
sugar and seven tumblers, each with a spoon in it. The old man 
leaned forward into the firelight and made the toddies one by 
one, with tedious and solemn deliberation (p. 252). 

The warm kitchen, filled with "a thin blue haze pungent with 

cooking odors," is the setting in which the plain country fare is 

eaten in silence, "but amicably" (p. 254). Young Bayard is seated 

among the sons on backless wooden benches arranged on three sides of 

the table, the lone chair heading the table where Virginius sits. 

Mandy moves back and forth between the stove and the table, pouring 

coffee from a huge enamelware pot. The food is sausage and spare 

ribs, a dish of hominy, fried sweet potatoes, corn bread and a 

molasses jug of sorghum. Supper is interrupted by the "bell-like 

uproar of dogs" outside the sturdy cabin; beyond the spring-house 

they have treed a possum, which Buddy adds to the screened cage 

where others await their fate. After supper the MacCallums, except 

Buddy, smoke or chew tobacco as they lounge around the huge fireplace: 
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"They sat without words and with very little movement, their grave, 

aquiline faces as though carved by the firelight out of the shadowy 

darkness, shaped by a single thought and smoothed and colored by the 

same hand" (p. 256). The unity of the family is indisputable; and as 

Cleanth Brooks states, they "are perfectly self-sufficient, covet no 

man's property, are certain of their standards of honor and conduct, 

and live in a thoroughly stable world. They and their world may be 

doomed to become obsolete, but they do not represent any portion of a 

sick society. 

In the MacCallum family, Henry has assumed the practical 

tasks of the household traditionally performed by the Feeder, thereby 

assuring that the family's life may maintain "a tolerable rhythm for 

316 
a moment" (the words of Irving Howe). The solid values that 

inform the MacCallum's lives are a result of Virginius's and Henry's 

adherence to the folkways of the past. Perhaps as a consequence of 

their guidance, the youngest member. Buddy, returns from the war with 

his spirit intact; in fact, when Bayard inquires how he liked the 

army. Buddy replies, "'Not much . . . Ain't enough to do. Good life 

for a lazy man'" (p. 257). His answer affirms the life of action 

or motion. For his acts as a soldier, he has received "a charm," 

a medal that he does not exhibit before his father, whose loyalties 

to the Confederacy prohibit him from appreciating his son's service 

315 
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in a "Yankee" uniform. Furthermore, Buddy sleeps soundly in the 

double bed he shares with Bayard; whereas Bayard is sleepless, 

reliving the death of his twin, wishing that a bullet had slain him 

at the same time and that the present reality were actually hell. 

Buddy's wholeness contrasts sharply with the disorder within Bayard. 

Cleanth Brooks observes that "Faulkner nowhere says that the 

breakup of the traditional society of ante-bellum times and the 

abandonment of its code was in essence a breakup of the family, with 

children bereft of proper fathers or mothers . . . , deprived of the 

healthy atmosphere of a big family. Yet such dislocations seem to 

be the basic difficulties besetting all the younger people in the 

317 
novel." Possibly, the large family of Buddy MacCallum and its 

firm association with the rhythms of the earth in the backcountry 

have insulated Buddy from the psychic disillusionment and despair 

embraced by young men labelled "the lost generation," Bayard among 

them. The contribution of Henry as a surrogate Feeder is supported 

by a silent sharing of contentment among the family unit at meals 

and afterwards; whereas, by way of contrast, in Bayard's household. 

Aunt Jenny has frequently fallen prey to the glamorous allure of 

the Sartoris code by re-telling the stories of the Carolina Bayard, 

318 
sometimes at traditional feasting rituals. The first time she 

tells the tale is at Christmas as the family sits before a hickory 

^^^"The Waste Land," p. 109. 
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fire in the rebuilt library (p. 26). Thereafter, she tells the tale 

"many times . . . and as she grew older the tale itself grew richer 

and richer, taking on a mellow splendor like wine; until what had been 

a harebrained prank of two heedless and reckless boys . . . had become 

a gallant and finely tragical focal point to which the history of the 

race had been raised . . . ." (P. 25). 

Instead of being insulated from the disintegrating society, 

young Bayard is indoctrinated with its origin; and he is further 

exposed to the history of the Sartoris men in the accounts of old man 

Falls, whose specialization in the family's history is the person of 

Colonel John Sartoris. Brooks says that although Aunt Jenny affects 

319 

disdain for the wild follies of her clan, she obviously loves them; 

inadvertently she creates a belief in Bayard that the meaning of life 

is to be found in a gallant death. In the Sartoris household, old 

Bayard represents the capability of "a young man who has his heroic 

hour . . . very well subsid[ing] into a lifetime of rather conven-
320 

tional duties." In the MacCallum family, Buddy is representative 

of the present generation's ability to exhibit the same conformity. 

Devlin suggests that Faulkner's works imply that security inheres 

only in a totally male society; but the cost of that security is 

likely to be the arrested development of the individuals, as illus

trated by the MacCallum men's failure to assume the responsibilities 

^^^"The Waste Land," p. 109. 

320 
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of husband and father. In that respect they are similar to Bayard, 

who deserts his wife and expected child, killing himself in the 

foolish experimental flight of an unsound airplane. Thus, partly 

because of the deteriorating influences inherent in the acting 

Feeders (Aunt Jenny's susceptibility to myth-making and the substi

tution of a male in a traditional female role among the MacCallums), 

the stability of the present generation is threatened or destroyed. 

The destruction of the Sartorises is more advanced than that 

of the MacCallums; but already the insularity of the latter is being 

threatened, for four of the sons make a journey to town on Christmas 

eve for the purpose of buying a turkey for dinner. Old MacCallum is 

disdainful of their preparations: 

"Turkey," the old man was saying, with fine and rumbling 
disgust. "With a pen full of 'possums, and a river bottom full 
of squir'l and ducks, and a smokehouse full of hawg meat, you 
damn boys have got to go clean to town and buy a turkey fer 
Christmas dinner." 

"Christmas ain't Christmas lessen a feller has a little 
somethin' different from ever' day," Jackson pointed out mildly. 

"You boys jest wants a excuse to git to town and loaf all 
day and spend money," the old man retorted. "I've seen a sight 
mo' Christmases than you have, boy, and ef hit's got to be sto' 
bought, hit ain't Christmas." 

"How 'bout townfolks?" Rafe asked. "You ain't allowin' 
them no Christmas a-tall." 

"Don't deserve none," the old man snapped, "livin' on a 
little two-by-fo' lot, jam right up again' the next feller's 
back do', eatin' outen tin cans." 

"'Sposin' they all broke up in town," Stuart said, "and 
moved out here and took up land; you'd hear pappy cussin' town 
then. You couldn't git along without town to keep folks bottled 
up in, pappy, and you know it." 

"Buyin' turkeys," Mr. MacCallum repeated with savage disgust. 
"Buyin' 'em. I mind the time when I could take a gun and step 
out that 'ere do' and git a gobbler in thutty minutes. And a 
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ven'son ham in a hour mo'. Why, you fellers don't know nothin' 
about Christmas. All you knows is sto* winders full of cocoanuts 
and Yankee popguns and sich" (pp. 268-69). 

Old MacCallum's tirade against the developing urbanism of his sons as 

it is reflected in their preference for store bought food exemplifies 

the old folk's resistance to the coming of the commercial ethics to 

322 
the rural areas of Yoknapatawpha County. Similarly, old Bayard 

carries a vacuum bottle of buttermilk to the bank for his lunch rather 

than eating at the combination grocery-confectionary-restaurant at 

which Bayard and Rafe MacCallum share a bottle of Henry*s whisky and 

eat the food brought to the back room, which the proprietor provides 

for their privacy. 

Finally, may be noted the commercial eating place, located 

on the square in Jefferson, which advertises its daily special out

side on a sandwich-board; through the screen doors the "smell of 

refrigerated food—cheese and pickle and such—with a faint overtone 

of fried grease" emerges, to mingle with the human flow upon the 

street: the "Negroes slow and aimless as figures of a dark, placid 

dream, with an animal odor, murmuring and laughing among themselves"; 

the country farmers in overalls or khaki; the women in calico and 

sunbonnets; young girls in their mail-order clothing; young men in 

"tasteless suits and shirts and caps" (p. 108). Inside the store, 

A number of customers stood about the cluttered but clean front, 
with sandwiches and bottles of soda-water, and the proprietor 
bobbed his head at them with flurried, slightly distrait 
affability above the counter. The rear half was filled with 
tables at which a number of men and a woman or so, mostly country 
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people, sat eating with awkward and solemn decorum. Next to 
this was the kitchen, filled with frying odors and the brittle 
hissing of it, where two Negroes moved like wraiths in a blue 
lethargy of smoke (pp. 109-110). 

The small room where MacCallum and Bayard are afforded privacy is 

beyond the kitchen; and one of the Negroes brings them glasses, lemon, 

sugar, and ice for toddies. MacCallum serves both the Negro and the 

proprietor some of the whisky during the course of their stay, the 

latter regretting that he is obliged "'to get on back and keep things 

running.*" Rafe MacCallum replies, '"Work does interfere with a 

man's drinking'" (p. 111). The episode illustrates the transition 

that is occurring in the South from the rural folk ways, formerly 

punctuated by genial companionship with neighbors around the dining 

room table or upon the front porch, to the urban patterns of commer

cial feeding and brief attempts at fellowship in the midst of the 

marketplace. 

The basic subject of Faulkner's novel Sartoris is the defeat 

of the Southerners' homeland and the accompanying rise and fall of 

323 
the clans. As Walter Brylowski points out, young Bayard is master 

of neither the horse (the symbol of natural power when linked with 

man in the centaur allusion) nor the automobile (symbolic along with 

324 

the airplane of the new machine technological society). Further

more, Bayard is developed as being inferior to his dead twin, John, 

who had achieved a successful initiation into the rites of the hunt 
323 
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on MacCallum's land, and who generally possessed a vitality, warmth 

325 
of spirit, and traditional courtesy lacking in Bayard. The old 

folk, resisting successfully and unsuccessfully in varying degrees 

the impulses that are anti-traditional (old Bayard's death is the 

result of his grandson's reckless driving; Simon's is the consequence 

of his association with the mercantile interests of Meloney Harris), 

are moving toward senility. Other members of Bayard's generation 

are participating in the modern impulses: Narcissa drives her own 

automobile and is vulnerable to Snopesism; Caroline (Bayard's first 

wife) had shocked Aunt Jenny by serving a meal fetched from the 

delicatessen on the family silver—"'I didn't offer to help 'em. 

I told Caroline I didn't know anything about that sort of house

keeping because my folks were old-fashioned enough to cook food'" 

(p. 59); the country people are attracted to the artificialities of 

the town; and the town people are ambitious to move up in society, 

their women hiring servants to relieve them of domestic responsibil

ities so that they may indulge their self-interests. Bayard's 

desperation in the face of the developing sterility of the present, 

in contrast to the romantic heroism of the past, remains unresolved 

during his year at home. Only during the planting season is he a 

balanced individual: "For a time the earth held him in a hiatus that 

might have been called contentment" (p. 170); and then he resists 
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death, coming in from the fields for his meals, "smelling of machine 

oil and of stables and of the earth, and went to bed with grateful 

muscles and with the sober rhythms of the earth in his body and so 

to sleep" (p. 170). For a short while he is able to compromise with 

the modem because he uses the machine (the tractor) in order to 

accomplish the traditional tasks of the husbandman. 

The single representative of the traditional Southern impulses 

that retains its original vigor, and is at the same time not of the 

generation of the old folk, is the primitive Negro family who share 

Christmas dinner with Bayard. On Christmas eve, the Negro husband-

father reluctantly trusts Bayard to his barn: '"You gwine be keer-

ful about fire, ain't you, white folks? . . . I can't affo'd to git 

burnt out. Insu'ance don't reach dis fur fum town'" (p. 274). 

Providing Bayard with a ragged quilt, the Negro consigns him to the 

darkness and cold. The following morning, the sun illuminates the 

humble farm, transforming it into an image that suggests the holiday 

festivities associated with Christmas; "The sun was just above the 

horizon, huge and red, and housetop, fenceposts, the casual farming 

tools rusting about the barnyard and the dead cotton stalks where 

the Negro had farmed his land right up to his back door, were dusted 

over with frost which the sun changed to a scintillant rosy icing 

like that of a festive cake" (p. 275). Using synesthesia, Faulkner 

also writes that Bayard descends the ladder from the loft "into the 

red sun that fell like a blare of trumpets into the hallway" (p. 275). 

The glory of the morning envelops the Negro with his milk pail and 

Bayard with his bottle of MacCallum whisky while they perform the 
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ancient custom of "Chris'mus gif." Then Bayard moves inside the 

Negro cabin, where the "warmth and rich, stale rankness enveloped 

him like a drug" (p. 275). When he is seated near the fire, he 

shares the whisky with the Negro wife-mother and observes the poor 

gifts provided by "Sandy Glaus" for the three small pickaninnies. 

The woman provides him with breakfast, "a thick slab of sizzling 

meat," hoecake, and "thin, tasteless coffee" (p. 276). At noon. 

Bayard shares their Christmas dinner, prepared by the woman "busy 

at the hearth with her cooking, the pickaninnies with their frugal 

and sorry gewgaws and filthy candy," playing at her feet (p. 277). 

Bayard recognizes their polite deference to him and insists that 

they dine together on "'possum with yams, more gray ask cake, the 

dead and tasteless liquid in the coffee-pot; a dozen bananas and 

jagged shards of cocoanut, the children crawling about his feet like 

animals, scenting the food" (pp. 277-78). Their amicability joins 

the two races, "two opposed concepts antipathetic by race, blood, 

nature and environment, touching for a moment and fused within an 

illusion—humankind forgetting its lust and cowardice and greed for 

a day" (p. 277). The Love that informs the day appears to provide 

Bayard a "moment of peace and tranquility, a respite from his futile 

wasteland exercises" in the impoverished Negro home, within which a 

human family abides in simple harmony, all members apparently exempt 

327 
from emotional and personality disorders. Sorenson perceives the 

Christmas observance as a celebration of "the present and the timeless 
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cycle of hope significant for all humanity," a celebration which 

comes too late "for Bayard to reconcile tradition with those life-

328 
giving forces in his environment." 

The Negro woman and her husband abide by the customs of the 

agrarian society; she cultivates the skills of the Feeder and demon

strates them insofar as she is able, according to the provision of 

her partner. The husbandman remains faithful to the rhythms of the 

land, observing a protectiveness in regard to it and the essential 

tools he has acquired to assist him in his work. Both quietly extend 

their meager hospitality across class boundaries, sharing the little 

that is theirs without complaint. Their "power of endurance and 

their own vitality" are counterpointed against the "sick and agitated 

violence of Bayard and the morbidly effete dreaminess of Horace 

329 
Benbow," who have no life purpose or true vocation, and who are 

wed to women who lack the Feeder's natural impulses. 

Ironically, the conclusion of Sartoris echoes that of The 

Unvanquished, Elnora "laying the table for supper" in the room next 

to the parlor, where Narcissa plays quietly at the piano while Aunt 

Jenny talks on about the new Sartoris. The fragrances of the garden, 

notably the jasmine, "came in to them steady as breathing" to mingle 

with the "ghosts of glamorous and old disastrous things" (p. 302). 

Beyond them in the dusk are located the farm of the MacCallums; the 

boarding house run by the Beards; the minor business enterprises of 

328^ 
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the Snopeses; Deacon and his restaurant on the town square; Horace 

and Belle, Dr. Peabody, and all the assorted humanity which make up 

the population of Yoknapatawpha County. Only the Negro family who 

share Christmas with young Bayard represent the commitment to the 

nourishment, sustenance, and reproduction of human life formerly 

displayed without contamination by the Feeder and the traditionally 

behaving male associated with her in the ante-bellum South. 



CHAPTER IX 

DILSEY: SURROGATE MOTHER AND FEEDER 

In The Sound and the Fury Dilsey Gibson, long-time cook, 

nurse, and faithful servant to the Compson family, is variously 

described as "the great Negro matriarch" by Ruel E. Foster; "the 

most probable candidate for the title of heroine [in the novel]" by 

Robert L. Dorsch; "a complete human being" by Robert M. Slabey; 

"'the suffering servant'" by Lawrence Thompson; "the 'simple heart' 

in all its beauty" by Maurice Coindreau; "the soul" by Evelyn Scott; 

and "one of my own favorite characters, because she is brave, coura-

330 

geous, generous, gentle, and honest" by Faulkner himself. Endur

ance is her chief virtue, like the endurance of the earth—despite 

her inability to direct or control events; and her long life exempli

fies the nobility which may be achieved by mankind in his response 

330 
"Social Order and Disorder in Faulkner's Fiction," 

Approach, No. 55 (Spring 1965), 26; "An Interpretation of the Central 
Themes in the Work of William Faulkner," Emporia State Research 
Studies, 11 (Sept. 1962), 25; "The Romanticism of The Sound and the 
Fury," Mississippi Quarterly, 16 (Summer 1963), 158; William Faulkner: 
An Introduction and Interpretation, 2nd Ed. (New York: Barnes and 
Noble, Inc., 1967); "Preface to Le Bruit et la fureur" in Twentieth 
Century Interpretations of The Sound and the Fury: A Collection of 
Critical Essays, ed. Michael H. Cowan (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-
Hall, 1968), p. 31; "On William Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury," 
in Twentieth Century Interpretations, p. 28 and in William Faulkner: 
The Critical Heritage, ed. John Bassett (London: Routledge and Kegan 
Paul, 1975), p. 80; Jean Stein, "William Faulkner: An Interview," in 
Writers at Work, p. 130. 

184 



185 

331 
to the limited and evil nature of human existence. Moreover, her 

position in the novel takes on greater meaning than it would other

wise because she is both mother and Feeder in the Compson household 

as a consequence of the abnegation of the Feeding role by the real 

mother, Mrs. Compson. Throughout the novel, Dilsey is seen perform

ing the traditional acts that belong to the Feeder; whereas Mrs. Comp

son is a total failure as Feeder. 

Sally Page claims that Dilsey's assumption of the duties of 

Caroline Compson imposes an order upon the family's life which would 

otherwise be entirely chaotic; furthermore, through Dilsey's fulfill

ment of the routine duties traditionally performed by the Feeder, 

332 

"she provides a sense of well being for all the household." She 

cooks for the Compsons; cherishes Benjy; guides and instructs Caddy, 

Quentin, and Jason; defends Caddy's Quentin; supports Mr, Compson; 

and "mothers" Mrs. Compson. In addition, she performs the Feeder's 

duties among her ô m̂ family with the same degree of dedication. 

Cleanth Brooks perceives Dilsey's role as comparable to that of "her 

white sisters," Aunt Jenny and Granny Millard, both fostering and 
333 

sustaining forces within their clan. Furthermore, her love and 

concern for the family present a direct counterpoint to Mrs. Compson's 

self-pity and claims for attention throughout the novel. '"I does 

de best I kin,'" is Dilsey's affirmation of reality and her 

^^^Page, p. 68. ^^^Ibid., pp. 67, 69-70. 
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commitment to the life forces as she goes about the "feeding, bedding, 

o o / 

and succoring" of those who depend upon her; whereas, in contrast, 

Mrs. Compson continually whines, '"I'll be gone soon. I know I'm 

335 
just a burden. . . .'" Dilsey's selfless life is a judgment upon 

the narcissistic Compson household doomed to disintegration despite 

her efforts to preserve it. 

On Easter morning Dilsey simultaneously perceives the Alpha 

and Omega and '"de first en de last,*" "'de beginnin, en . . . de 

endin'" of the Compson family (p. 231). The vision of eternity and 

the history of a meaningful existence as possessed by Dilsey might 

have belonged as well to the Compsons; for, as John W. Hunt notes, 

"they could have made the same response to the events which she made, 

336 

a response of love, self-sacrifice, compassion, and pity." 

Instead, however, by the abdication of her traditional role as 

Feeder, Caroline Bascomb Compson denies her family the physical and 

spiritual nourishment accompanied by the Feeder's love, a denial 

which, in turn, prevents their own participation in the life forces 

and insures their destruction. As faithful as Dilsey is as a surro

gate feeder, she is limited in her ability to achieve the family's 

334 
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integration because it is the perspective of Mrs. Compson rather than 

337 
that of Dilsey which has dominion in the family. Dilsey can merely 

postpone for a time the certain disintegration that accompanies the 

loss of love within the family. 

Both as natural mother and traditional Feeder, Mrs. Compson 

fails to sustain her family. She retreats from life, developing 

self-pity and selfishness to the extent of a disease; throughout the 

thirty years encompassed by the narrative, she is an invalid seeking 

her family's protection from the physical and psychological manifes-

338 
tations of life. Partially she wishes to escape the reality of an 

idiot son, who is such an affront to her family's social status that 

she changes his name; fundamentally, however, her pride demands the 

339 
devotion and protection due a Southern lady. Once she gives birth 

to her children, as Bowling confirms, she depends upon others to care 

for them away from her; or she permits the children to manage for 

themselves. Caddy, for example, early becomes a mother figure for 

both Quentin and Benjy; while Mrs. Compson spoils her favorite child 

Jason and depends upon Damuddy, for so long as she lives, to care for 

him. Consequently, Jason is alienated from his siblings and his 

father all of his life. Mrs. Compson's relinquishment of her maternal 

337 
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338 
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responsibilities with regard to the child Caddy causes Quentin to 

develop an infantile attachment to his sister which is ultimately self-

341 
destructive. Moreover, Mrs. Compson's withholding of real love 

from her children and her husband is "at the root of Quentin's lack 

of confidence in himself and his inverted pride," responsible for 

Caddy's sexual experimentation and eventual promiscuity, and a con-

tributor to Mr. Compson's "breakdown into alcoholic cynicism." 

Mrs. Compson's emblems are a darkened upstairs bedroom, a 

camphor cloth, and a hot-water bottle; devoid of motion but laden 

with a martyr's complaints, her withdrawal into the sickroom engen

ders the deaths of Quentin and Mr. Compson, the abandonment of Caddy, 

the flight of her granddaughter, and the villainy of Jason, the ulti-

343 344 345 346 
mate paranoid, the slothful, the inhuman, the materialist, 

347 348 
the mechanical, the naturalist, the isolated and spiritually 
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349 
deadened modern man. Indeed, the concensus of critical opinion 

supports Quentin's assessment of the failure of the Compsons as the 

ultimate end of the poisonous spirit of Mrs. Compson: "Done in 

Mother's mind though. Finished. Finished. Then we were all 

350 
poisoned . . . *' (p. 79), Mrs. Compson's failure to fulfill the 

creative and sustaining role of the traditional Feeder thus may be 

351 
construed as the cause of the disintegration of her family. 

In contrast to Mrs. Compson, Dilsey gives herself to the sus

taining rituals of the Feeder in an effort "to counter the very 

352 
events which undo the Compsons." Her character confirms an ideal 

of integrity and wholeness that may be achieved through the synthesis 

of life-encouraging instincts; and her daily round of duties within 

her two households—although filled with pain, difficulty, and toil— 

353 
is related "to the larger life of eternity and eternal values." 

As the last section of the novel demonstrates, Dilsey does all that 
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she does because she possesses God in her heart; within her vision 

of Jesus is the power of human love as it is projected outward from 

Christ and through mankind. Freely given, love redeems the indivi-

355 
dual; but withheld, it becomes egoistic and self-destructive. 

Because she accepts whatever time brings, reacting to changes in the 

best way she can, Dilsey embodies the virtues of Faulkner's ideal 

356 
woman. She performs not only the duties normally relegated to her 

but those left undone by others; she is "mother to the motherless, 

357 
defender of the defenseless, and protector of the unprotected." 

Dilsey's kitchen is the location of warmth and light, the 

stove the avatar of physical and emotional pleasure for the family, 

particularly for Benjy throughout the long passage of time after 

Caddy's removal; for the shifting patterns of color and light emitted 

when the firebox is open restore the bellowing Benjy to serene still

ness. The kitchen is the place from which the children enter the 

wider circumference of their dwelling place: the yard, the Branch, 

the Patterson's farm, Jefferson, the cemetery, and the regions 

beyond. It is the site of the tender feeding scenes between Caddy 

and Benjy during her childhood; it is also the location of the 

cleansing of her mouth with soap at the sink after kissing Charlie 

354 
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and the passing of a bottle of perfume to Dilsey—both of the latter 

acts restoring Caddy's essence to that of the trees which Benjy 

associates with her and which provides his emotional security. In 

later days, the kitchen reflects some of the disorder of the family: 

Benjy burns his hand on the stove and must have it bandaged by 

Dilsey; Quentin cajoles Dilsey for a second cup of coffee before 

she goes to school; and Dilsey divides candles into pieces to decorate 

the commercial cake she has bought for Benjy's birthday rather than 

bake one because Jason would begrudge the ingredients. 

The final feeding scenes of the novel, which occur on Easter, 

significantly reflect the alterations in the Compson household through 

the passage of time in which Caroline Compson is the mistress of the 

house. In those days the children had all gathered together in the 

kitchen to eat the meals prepared by Dilsey, Caddy helping Dilsey 

by feeding Benjy. In one scene, for example, Caddy feeds Benjy after 

his name has been changed: 

"Don't you want Caddy to feed you." Caddy said. . . . 

Steam came off of Roskus. He was sitting in front of the 
stove. The oven door was open and Roskus had his feet in it. 
Steam came off the bowl. Caddy put the spoon into my mouth easy. 
There was a black spot on the inside of the spoon. . . . 

It got down below the mark. Then the bowl was empty. It 
went away. "He's hungry tonight." Caddy said. The bowl came 
back. I couldn't see the spot. Then I could. "He's starved, 
tonight." Caddy said. "Look how much he's eaten" (p. 54). 

But on an Easter Day eighteen years later, all is changed. Caddy has 

been gone for this period and Quentin dead almost as long. Benjy 

is thirty-three and tended to by Dilsey's grandson. Luster. Caddy's 

daughter Quentin, after spending seventeen loveless years in her 

grandmother's house (loveless save for that love consistently afforded 
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by Dilsey), has climbed down the pear tree outside her locked bedroom 

for the final time, running away with the showman in the red tie and 

carrying with her the money hoarded by Jason all throughout her life

time. The house is quiet and cold as Dilsey begins the morning 

routine, having to bring in a load of firewood and to start the fire 

in the stove herself because Luster has neglected his duties in order 

to attend the carnival the evening before and because he has overslept 

in the morning. 

Despite the persistent interruptions of Mrs. Compson calling 

for her hot-water bottle and other distractions, Dilsey builds up 

the fire and begins the breakfast. Singing as she works, Dilsey 

creates a spot of warmth that gradually encompasses the room: "As 

she ground the sifter steadily above the bread board, she sang, to 

herself at first, something without particular tune or words, repeti

tive, mournful and plaintive, austere, as she ground a faint, steady 

snowing of flour onto the bread board. The stove had begun to heat 

the room and to fill it with murmurous minors of the fire, and 

presently she was singing louder, as if her voice too had been thawed 

out by the growing warmth . . ." (p. 210). Her patience and loving 

labor counterpoint the "machine-like regularity" of Mrs. Compson 

voicing her request for the hot-water bottle. The episode swells 

like music as it progresses: "The room grew warmer. Soon Dilsey's 

skin had taken on a rich, lustrous quality as compared with that as of 

a faint dusting of wood ashes which both it and Luster's had worn, as 

she moved about the kitchen, gathering about her the raw materials of 

food, coordinating the meal" (p. 213). The music of Dilsey's voice 
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accompanies her movements about the familiar kitchen, her song help

ing her in the procedures which set the life of the household in 

motion and bring warmth out of the cold. 

As she "coordinates" the meal according to the patterns 

established long ago, she demonstrates the balance of her spiritual 

being; she is an integrated person, accepting the disorder of the 

morning without complaint, and working to bring forth harmony. The 

beauty of her spirit is reflected in the luster of her skin as it 

becomes warm in her labor; the simile of the dust of wood ashes that 

describes the appearance of her black flesh recalls her life of 

subjection, out of which she has created light. (Her grandson's 

name. Luster, is significant in this respect.) Just as Dilsey is 

human, so are the Compsons; but Dilsey has contrived a "coordinated" 

existence for herself while attempting to foster the same kind of 

balance among the members of the household. She has thawed out her 

own voice by activating it, an act that reflects her entire life of 

motion, motion which asserts her existence and emphasizes by way of 

contrast the deterioration of life among the Compsons. 

The breakfast preparation is like a musical crescendo, the 

episode swelling in meaning as Dilsey's work progresses. The meal 

is eagerly anticipated by Benjy, who "watched her, slobbering, 

making a faint, eager sound" as she readies his portion at the 

kitchen table (p. 214). Afterwards, she spreads the dining room 

table for the others; and Jason helps his mother's and his own plate 

as he begins to demand Quentin's presence at the table. As the 

episode in the dining room develops, it is like a melody 
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counterpointing the kitchen crescendo; but the tone is dissonant 

rather than harmonious, the table with its food being abandoned for 

the search for Quentin, first in her locked room, and, after the 

discovery of her escape, outside the house by Jason. The meal as a 

consequence is doomed to coldness and waste, like the Compsons them

selves. 

After Jason's departure, Mrs. Compson isolates herself in 

her room, abandoning her breakfast and later refusing Dilsey's offer 

of lunch, shutting herself within her darkened room to ponder her 

granddaughter's flight and her other misfortunes: "'What reason did 

Quentin [her son] have [for his suicide]? Under God's heaven what 

reason did he have? It cant be simply to flout and hurt me. Who

ever God is. He would not permit that. I'm a lady. You might not 

believe that from my offspring, but I am'" (p. 233). Furthermore, 

"beneath the wimple of the medicated cloth," she looks "like an old 

nun praying" (p. 234). In reality, however, she is a "cold weight of 

negativity" that has paralyzed the natural impulses within her 

358 
family. Thus, on Easter morning, while others are contemplating 

the resurrected God of love, Mrs. Compson contemplates her wounds. 

Elsewhere, Jason is chasing over the countryside, begrudging 

his forfeited breakfast and deriving sadistic pleasure from his own 

suffering: "He looked at the sky, thinking about rain, about the 

slick clay roads, himself stalled somewhere miles from town. He 

thought about it with a sort of triumph, of the fact that he was 

358 
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going to miss dinner, that by starting now and so serving his compul

sion of haste, he would be at the greatest possible distance from 

both towns when noon came" (p. 237). Jason frequently evidences a 

concern for meals on Friday, the day of his section of the novel; 

and before his breakfast is terminated on Sunday, he reacts to his 

mother's statement that the Negroes are going to church with the 

complaint, "'Which means we'll eat cold dinner . . . or none at all'" 

(p. 217). Linda Wagner interprets Jason's attraction to regular 

359 meals as symbolic of his desire for a normal existence. His 

alienation from the natural love, support, and relationships tradi

tionally cultivated within a family leads him to consider the world 

at large his enemy—"At home he has a 'kitchen full of niggers' whose 

sole purpose in life is to flout him, impoverish him, and continually 

frustrate him; at work his employer humiliates him and begrudges him 

his lunch period; and the 'damn eastern jews' have combined with the 

stock exchange and the Western Union to swindle him in the market"; 

but the thought of ordinary people enjoying their meals while he is 

thwarted in obtaining his own is the greatest injustice. 

Ironically, the climax of Jason's pursuit of Quentin is 

combined with noontime images of people going home to lunch. Inside 

359 
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the darkened galley during his encounter with the wiry old showman 

with a hatchet, Jason thinks of the life outside beyond him: "Out

side it was now bright and sunny, swift and bright and empty, and he 

thought of the people soon to be going quietly home to Sunday dinner, 

decorously festive . . ." (p. 241). His concern for life, as demon

strated in the holiday ritual of Sunday dinner, emerges simultaneously 

with his belief that the old man is going to succeed in killing him; 

then Jason covets his own existence: "a furious desire not to die 

seized him and he struggled . . ." (p. 241). Spiritually, however, 

Jason is already dead, as is his mother. His desire for regular 

meals may thus be taken as a sjnnbol of his need for a spiritual 

resurrection on Easter morning as he battles for his physical life 

inside the darkened galley, outside of which people go home to eat 

in the brightness of day. Simultaneously, although several miles 

away, Mrs. Compson is enclosed in the darkness of her room, her 

closed Bible lying beside her on the bed. Both son and mother are 

spiritually entombed; but unlike his mother Jason still covets life. 

Melvin Backman has observed that the major theme of The Sound 

and the Fury is recorded in the Reverend Shegog's sermon in Dilsey's 

361 
church; the innocent child killed by the world. Backman considers 

only Quentin as the counterpart to the slain Christ child in the 

Compson family, Quentin representing the loss of a child's love; 

"Benjy never lost the innocence of childhood, but Quentin could not 

go back. For Quentin that world had vanished, except from his 

361 
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362 
anguished memory and desire." Backman's premise may serve as 

foundation for a larger expression of Reverend Shegog's sermon, 

however, in that all the innocent children in the Compson family— 

save Benjy, who is in the words of Dilsey, forever and always '"de 

Lawd's child'" (p. 247)—are killed by the loveless world of their 

mother. Quentin, Caddy, Jason, and Caddy's Quentin are the innocent 

victims of the godless mother, whose spiritual void is passed on to 

them. Although Mrs. Compson affects Christianity, her religiosity is 

undeniably false, as Faulkner satirically emphasizes by describing 

her appearance in the scene earlier described as "an old nun pray-

ing." The foil for Mrs. Compson is, of course, Dilsey, who 

embodies the genuine Christian faith and consistently demonstrates 

it within the Compson domain. Dorothy Greer writes that Dilsey 

embodies the qualities "that make for permanence, qualities that 

364 
transcend race." Unfortunately, her spirit within the household 

is unable to transcend the negative power of Mrs. Compson. 

As she moves with Benjy and her own family throughout the 

morning's Easter service, Dilsey recognizes the meaning of Quentin's 

abandonment of the Compson household. She knows that the family is 

Ibid. 
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doomed, the last child vanished. After the worship services, Dilsey 

returns with Benjy and Luster to the kitchen, which at noon is once 

again cold. The clock sounds, and Dilsey interprets its meaning: 

"'One oclock, . . . Jason aint comin home. Ise seed de first en de 

last,* she said looking at the cold stove, *I seed de first en de 

last.* She set out some cold food on a table. As she moved back 

and forth she sang a hymn. She sang the first two lines over and 

over to the complete tune. She arranged the meal and went to the 

door . . . 'Y*all come on an eat'" (p. 234). 

The noontime episode is a musical reversal of the breakfast 

scene; whereas the breakfast preparation operates as a musical 

crescendo, swelling into warmth and light as Dilsey "coordinates" 

the food and sets the life of the household into motion, the noon

time preparation functions as a decrescendo, receding into the cold

ness of the room and the food. But still the music is there, ever so 

limited as it is; two lines of a hjrmn stretched over the expanse of 

a whole tune, signifying Dilsey's ability to create an ordered 

whole from the remembrance of past meaning. Her vision of the Alpha 

and the Omega as perceived spiritually in the worship service merges 

with her vision of Christ the child and Christ the crucified and is 

further extended into the beginning and end, the first and the last 

of the Compson family as well. Her sorrow for her doomed white 

family is expressed in her tears; but her commitment to life as it 

is demonstrated in the Easter kitchen rituals is a commitment to 

the human race, black and white, Gibson and Compson; for she is 
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absorbed in "her compassion as a human being, a mother, seeing life 

365 
widely and wisely and well." 

Dilsey's commitment to her two families is fully understood 

as it is related to the role of the Feeder; for she attempts to 

provide a physical and spiritual sense of well being for her white 

family in the place of the failed Feeder, Caroline Compson, remaining 

in service beyond the days in which those who seem to appreciate her 

contribution to the family are present. At the same time, she guides 

and cares for her own family: Roskus, her husband; T. P., Versh, 

and Frony, their children; and Luster, Frony's son. Dorothy Greer's 

careful study of Dilsey published in Emporia State Research Studies 

in 1962 captures the essence of Dilsey's dedication to the Feeder's 

role: 

Against the moral and physical collapse of the Compsons 
Faulkner has placed Dilsey. She is the strength and the oracle 
of her own family, a matriarch in a clean checkered apron, 
voluminous underclothing which she could peel off as the weather 
warmed, and a headrag, the mark of servitude she had donned in 
her teens. For years her great vigor held her own family together, 
with a generous amount left over to help those she served and was 
devoted to, regardless of their inability to cope with their own 
circumstances. In her genuine acceptance of life as it is, she 
proves to be a steadying influence, the imperishable, the pre
vailing. This is all the more remarkable because the Compsons 
appear to have no idea of their dependence, and it is only near 
the close of the novel that Jason IV finally recognizes the 
position as titular head of the family which Dilsey has of 
necessity accepted. In his final act of ridding himself of 
personal responsibilities and moving to living quarters over his 
business, he composes his Emancipation Proclamation: he finally 
frees himself of the Negro.366 
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Originally, Dilsey probably was merely the cook for the family, 

utilizing her own children as assistants as she needed them for the 

care of Benjy, for example; or when large numbers of people were to 

be fed in the household, as at the funeral of Damuddy. But through 

the years the failing fortunes of the family and the psychological 

state of its members have necessitated Dilsey's acting as "cook, 

housekeeper, nurse, foster parent to the white children, and arbiter 

367 
in all disputes, childish or adult." In short, she performs all 

the duties of the Feeder in both families in the tradition of her 

black sisters of ante-bellum plantation days. 

A consideration of Dilsey in conjunction with each of the 

Compson offspring with regard to the role of food and feeding processes 

is particularly revealing of the relationships each child forms with 

his own existence. Not surprising is the fact that Caddy, the most 

vital Compson child, is the most responsive to the rites of the kit

chen. She acts as "little mother" under the tutelage of Dilsey for 

her siblings, serving the need of Benjy with regard to food in its 

natural relationship to the body. He must eat, but he is unable to 

feed himself; thus he is dependent for his very life upon the responses 

others make to his needs. Dilsey constantly provides a feeder for 

him—Versh or T. P. or Luster; but frequently, Caddy volunteers to 

feed him, at one instance remarking, '"I'll feed him tonight . . . 

Sometimes he cries when Versh feeds him'" (p. 53). The occasion 

is supper on the day Mrs. Compson has insisted upon changing his name 

Ibid., p. 47. 
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from Maury to Benjy; and like Dilsey, Caddy recognizes something 

unnatural about the act. Sympathetic to Benjy, she therefore minis

ters to him. 

Caddy's sympathy is extended beyond the kitchen among her 

siblings in other scenes. For example, after Damuddy's death, Jason 

is prepared for bed by Dilsey, who solicits Caddy's help: '"You be 

unbuttoning Jason'" (p. 56). Jason is crying because he has expected 

to sleep with Damuddy. The room in which the children are to sleep 

is the one reserved for them when they are sick; even Caddy has asked 

why they are to sleep there. However, Caddy forgets herself in 

response to Jason's plea, "'I want to sleep with Damuddy,'" answering 

him, '"She's sick . . . You can sleep with her when she gets well. 

Can't he, Dilsey . . . Our nighties are here, and everything . . . 

It's like moving'" (p. 56). She responds to Jason in an exceptionally 

mature manner, saying the things an experienced Feeder would say on 

the occasion. 

Caddy's relationship with Quentin is, of course, the most 

intimate of her sibling affinities because Quentin wills it so; 

moreover, his dependency upon Caddy is emotional and psychological 

rather than physical. His withdrawal from life is early foreshadowed 

in a table scene with Caddy, when she is acting mother to the children 

(the night of Damuddy's death), having received Father Compson's 

permission for the others to "mind" her. Caddy comforts Benjy, 

who instinctively understands the presence of death. Benjy says, 

"'I hushed and ate. Quentin wasn't eating, but Jason was'" (p. 18). 

Caddy tries to convince the children that it was not crying they 
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heard, but singing; she even suggests that it is a party taking place, 

Quentin resists her interpretation, however; 

"Dilsey." Caddy said. "Quentin's not eating his supper. 
Hasn't he got to mind me." 

"Eat your supper, Quentin." Dilsey said, "you all got to 
get done and get out of my kitchen." 

"I don't want any more supper." Quentin said. 
"You've got to eat if I say you have." Caddy said. "Hasn't 

' he, Dilsey. . . . " 
"I dont want any more." Quentin said. "How can they have a 

party when Damuddy's sick" (p. 19). 

In the scene, Quentin's inability to be persuaded away from his pre

occupation with the unusual activities in the household is a reflec

tion of his character as it is revealed in later life; for his 

preoccupation, his refusal to be placated by Caddy, and his rejection 

of food are foreshadowings of his future absorption with death, his 

inability to accept Caddy's toleration of reality, and his suicide. 

Jason, in contrast, the one whose fate is most affected by Damuddy's 

death, eats heartily, an act which foreshadows his adult nature as 

previously described. Despite the anxieties of his life, Jason 

covets food. 

Not only does Caddy respond in the guise of the Feeder to her 

siblings but in one significant scene she does so also to Mrs. Comp

son. In the scene, Mrs. Compson bids Caddy bring Benjy to her; but 

Caddy warns her that he will cry if he has to put away the cushion 

he is holding. Mrs. Compson illogically responds that '"He must 

learn to mind'" (p. 49), insisting on Benjy's coming to her without 

the cushion. Benjy cries, as Caddy has forewarned; and Mrs. Compson 

is unable to placate him in the scene; 
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"Stop that." She [Mrs. Compson] said. "Stop it." 
But I didn't stop and Mother caught me in her arms and began 

to cry, and I cried. Then the cushion came back and Caddy held 
it above Mother's head. She drew Mother back in the chair and 
Mother lay crying against the red and yellow cushion. 

"Hush, Mother." Caddy said. "You go upstairs and lay down, 
so you can be sick. I'll go get Dilsey." She led me to the 
fire and I looked at the bright, smooth shapes. I could hear 
the fire and the roof (p. 49). 

Caddy's role in the episode and her instructions to her mother, 

'"You go and lay down, £o you can be sick'" are remarkably astute for 

an eight-year-old girl. She anticipates her mother's inability to 

control Benjy. \^en her mother dissolves into sentimentality and 

self-pity like a spoiled child, Caddy responds with the solace that 

Mrs. Compson seeks, an acknowledgment that she is too weak to bear 

the cruelties with which she is subjected; but Caddy's use of the 

word ̂  indicates that she understands her mother's self-indulgence. 

Caddy humors her, restores Benjy to calmness, and calls for the 

attention of the only wholly mature woman in the house, Dilsey. 

Caddy's vital connections with the processes of life as 

developed in her relationships with her siblings, as well as with 

her mother, suggest the potentiality of her becoming a successful 

Feeder within her own home. John Wesley Hunt has written that Caddy 

had the potentiality of matriarchy before Quentin corrupted her with 

368 
his despair; Catherine Baum claims that her life within the 

Compson family "represents love, compassion, pity, and sacrifice in 

a family which is destroying itself through its lack of these 

368 
William Faulkner; Art in Theological Tension, p. 57. 
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,,369 
qualities." In addition, Baum specifies the particular virtues 

that Caddy possesses as a child—self-reliance, courage, and inde

pendence, saying that her tragedy is the loss of these characteristics. 

Moreover, Baum believes that Caddy's admirable qualities play a large 

part in her own doom; they include the following: 

. . . her complete selflessness, which leads her to be indifferent 
to her virginity and to what happens to her; her willingness to 
put the other person's interests first; and her great desire to 
communicate love. She is too selfless for the world she is in, 
because all that the world, in the form of Jason and Dalton, 
knows how to do is take advantage of that selflessness.370 

Caddy's doom is more fully the fault of her parents: her mother's 

coldness, withdrawal from natural mothering and Feeding processes, 

spiritual pride; her father's inability to perform as both father and 

surrogate mother to her, absorption into an alcoholic cynicism, 

eventual death. What Quentin says will be Dilsey's reaction to his 

own suicide is appropriate as a comment upon the negation of the 

natural impulses toward Feeding as registered within Caddy's child

hood and adolescence: I-That a sinful waste. 

Caddy's daughter, Quentin, living all her life in the Compson 

household, is even more bereft than was Caddy of those qualities that 

support and nourish a child's growth and development. Dilsey is the 

only mother she knows, and her uncle Jason the only potential father-

figure remaining in the family. Dilsey is full of love and compassion 

in regard to Quentin, approving in the beginning of Father Compson's 

369 
'"The Beautiful One': Caddy Compson as Heroine of The Sound 

and the Fury," Modem Fiction Studies, 13 (Spring 1967), 35. 

Ibid. , p. 38. 
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going to Caddy's side and bringing home her infant. In contrast, her 

husband Roskus contends that all the luck on the place has run out; 

"'They aint no luck going be on no place where one of they own 

chillens' name aint never spoke,'" when Mrs. Compson issues her edict 

to banish Caddy's name from the household (p. 23). But Dilsey keeps 

her faith; "'Hush . . . Dont bother . . . I raised all of them and 

I reckon I can raise one more'" (p. 23). Dilsey believes that the 

rhythms of life encompass both gain and loss. She believes that her 

efforts can contribute to the improvement of the human conditions 

within the household; therefore, she willingly accepts the care of 

the last Compson child. Faulkner has said of Mrs. Compson and Dilsey; 

the "mother wasn't much good . . . and yet, in that whole family 

there was Dilsey that held the whole thing together and would continue 

371 
to hold the whole thing together for no reward . . . ." 

Because "the mother wasn't much good" nor the uncle, either, 

Dilsey's positive influences in regard to Quentin are overshadowed 

by the forces of the Compsons. For example, Jason's hostility with 

regard to Quentin fosters a similar rage within the girl that causes 

her to threaten to throw a glass of water at Jason during her final 

meal in the Compson household. When Dilsey intervenes, Quentin 

rushes away from the table, threatening to run away. 

The lovelessness of the home as registered in Quentin's 

grandmother and Jason negates the positive forces of Dilsey's love 

371 
Quoted in "Discussions at the University of Virginia," 

in Twentieth Century Interpretations, p. 19. 
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as extended to Quentin. Cleanth Brooks writes, "Reared in a loveless 

home, lacking even what her mother had had in the way of family 

companionship, she shows the effect of the pressures that have been 

exerted upon her all her life. She is cheap and thoughtless, and she 

has absorbed from her uncle something of his cruelty. It is very 

difficult for people to be good when they are frustrated and dread-

372 
fully unhappy . . . ." The violence Quentin resorts to as it is 

directed both at Jason and Dilsey, is natural under the circumstances; 

but it reflects the advanced degeneration of the Compson spirit at 

the same time. While Caddy was at home, her father's warmth, as 

revealed in several little acts, had tempered the coldness of her 

mother, making her receptive to the surrogate love of Dilsey. Quentin, 

however, has no dependable parental mentor, her grandmother only 

advising her to try to get along with Jason: "'I want you all to get 

along with one another, . . . You are all that's left now, and I do 

want you all to get along better. . . .He's the nearest thing to a 

father you've ever had, . . .It's his bread you and I eat. It's 

only right that he should expect obedience from you'" (p. 201). 

During her last days in the Compson house, Quentin resists the food 

and the table experiences provided by Jason, skipping breakfast, 

leaving supper on Friday after merely crumbling her biscuits, and 

erupting into the violent confrontation in the scene previously 

described as she runs from the room. On Easter morning she does not 

appear at breakfast in answer to Dilsey's summons because she has 

fled the scene of her suffering. In her flight, however, she removes 

372 
" M a n , Time, and Eternity," p. 340, 
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herself from the only genuine current of love she has been afforded— 

that of Dilsey. Richardson comments that the rejection of the Compson 

children of the protective love of Christ as it is projected through 

Dilsey is evidence of their failure as people, "for it symbolizes their 

373 
rejection of order, love, and spiritual faith in all of life." 

As in the lives of her mother and her uncles, Quentin's failure is 

caused by the failure of Mrs. Compson; for she "damns all her children 

374 
into non-existence by her total incapacity to love them." 

The relationships of the family to the impulses of the Feeder 

as thus explored indicate their relationships to life: Caddy early 

possesses an affinity for the life-encouraging forces, giving herself 

to fostering them; Quentin disconnects himself from food, seeking 

his satisfaction in spiritual and emotional realms rather than in 

the physical; Jason covets food but exploits and despises the Feeder, 

thus alienating himself from the life-encouraging forces and enslav-

375 
ing himself "to the tyranny of his brutish and brutal passions." 

Mrs. Compson removes herself from the duties of the Feeder, resign

ing herself and her offspring to eventual destruction; and Mr. Comp

son seeks in alcohol the pleasure commonly found in food, consigning 

himself to an early grave. Caddy's Quentin eventually rejects the 

food, the services of the Feeder, and the provisions of the "titular 

head" of the household, who enables Dilsey to render the Feeding 

373 
Force and Faith, p. 103. 

Page, p. 60. 

375 
Bowling, "Faulkner and the Theme of Isolation," Georgia 

Review, 18 (Spring 1964), 61. 
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services. In her rejection of her inheritance Quentin asserts the 

kind of courage and independence possessed earlier by Caddy; but 

Quentin's impulses are life-denying rather than life-encouraging, 

impulses that doom her as they finally overwhelmed and destroyed her 

mother. 

It is significant that Quentin's uncle Quentin comes closest 

to a normal handling of the physical world while participating in 

life-encouraging forces in his dealings with the little Italian girl 

376 

on the afternoon before his suicide. Already committed to destroy

ing himself, Quentin performs as a protector and nourisher for the 

strange little waif, doing all of the things for her that he was 

unable to do for his own sister, Caddy. When he provides protection 

for the child from the suspicious bakery clerk, his respect for the 

humanity of the little girl softens the clerk's heart, causing her to 

respond with a gift of unappetizing but nourishing cake for the child. 

Quentin buys bread and buns for the child in the bakery and then 

takes her to the drugstore for ice cream. Throughout the afternoon, 

the little girl's presence is a reminder of the past and Quentin's 

relationship with Caddy. At the end of the episode, Quentin is 

accused of assault by the little girl's brother, a charge which Quentin 

is absolved of before the magistrate as a fee is rendered. 

The episode is designed perhaps to redefine Quentin's failure 

with regard to his relationship with Caddy; having been older than 

she, it would have been expected that he would provide for her and 

protect her innocence. Instead, he looked to her for his own needs. 

Brylowski, p. 78. 
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abandoning his role as protector at the same time and allowing her 

to become vulnerable to the forces which would abuse her. With the 

little girl in the afternoon incident, Quentin performs in the 

traditionally expected manner of a brother for a sister, alligning 

himself with the forces of life; and, ironically, he is charged with 

abuse, a charge of which he is innocent. In contrast, when Quentin 

accepts the fact of Caddy's corrupted innocence, he attempts to 

charge himself with the corruption through incest, a charge which is 

literally false. However, his self-interest or narcissism may be 

construed to be a form of spiritual incest (self-love) that removes 

his spirit away from Caddy, leaving her vulnerable to the world's 

assault. Quentin's behavior with the Italian girl is the only 

positive and selfless role he performs; his ability to lose himself 

in the currents of the Feeder on the occasion affirm the fact that 

his death is a sinful waste, just as his life has been. 

In the Appendix to the novel, Faulkner tells of Mrs. Compson's 

death, Jason's immediate commitment of Benjy to the state asylum, and 

Dilsey's removal to Frony's home in Memphis. Jason's sale of the 

Compson property places the house in the hands of owners who convert 

it to a boardinghouse; and Jason is described living in a bedroom-

kitchen-bath above the supply store where he works, entertaining his 

Memphis prostitute on weekends: 

In and out . . . on weekends there would be seen a big plain 
friendly brazenhaired pleasantfaced woman no longer very young, 
in round picture hats and (in its season) an imitation fur coat, 
the two of them, the middleaged cottonbuyer and the woman from 
Memphis, seen at the local picture show on Saturday night and 
on Sunday morning mounting the apartment stairs with paper bags 
from the grocer's containing loaves and eggs and oranges and 
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cans of soup, domestic, uxorious, connubial, until the late 
afternoon bus carried her back to Memphis.377 

The traditional impulses of the Feeder as exemplified by Dilsey are 

rendered final within the Compson domain, her kitchen becoming a 

boardinghouse, a commercial operation, for a while before the house 

is destroyed and replaced by vulgar "jerrybuilt" bungalows. Jason 

.commits himself to a "free" life inextricably entwined with his 

business, his sexual companion, like himself, uncommitted to the 

life-encouraging forces embodied by marriage, the home, and the 

Feeder. Instead, the pair depend upon the processes of modern food 

services—packaged and tinned food—in a "domestic, uxorious, connu

bial" pattern that is artificial and sterile marriage and upon the '* 
I* 

blessings of the transportation system that both interrupts and ' 
'•) 

restores their relationship. The taint of commerce mingles with the 

knowledge of decay as Dilsey and all she represents is replaced by ,' 

the sordid accoutrements of Jason, the true son of Mrs. Compson—the ^ 
'J 

only one of her children who is really a Bascomb. ' 

377 
The Sound and the Fury (New York: Modern Library College 

Edition, 1956), p. 422. 



CHAPTER X 

THE TRANSITIONAL SOUTH: JOANNA BURDEN, 

BYRON BUNCH 

The fictional world of Light in August, published in 1932, 

juxtaposes the automobile with the mule-drawn wagon, the small town 

cafe with the country store, and the small town planing mills with 

the open fields of the countryside. The era depicted is transi

tional, the rural giving way to the urban; thus the impulses of 

the Feeder are less discernible among the womenfolk. Instead, 

chiefly surrogate Feeders operate within the novel, their services 

sometimes being for hire, such as those of Mrs. Beard, the manager 

of the boarding house in Jefferson. Other surrogate Feeders func

tion with regard to nourishing others as a consequence of their 

personal response to others' needs, namely Joanna Burden as she 

reacts to Joe Christmas's creature needs and Byron Bunch to those 

of Lena Grove. As the Feeder's role has been explored in preceding 

sections of this study, it has shifted first from that of the 

matriarch of a clan to that of a female member of the family, as 

seen in The Unvanquished and Sartoris; subsequently it has moved 

from that of the matriarch to that of a family servant, as observed 

in The Sound and the Fury. Finally, it moves to a position outside 

the family as a unit altogether, sometimes because of the failure 

of the family itself, where it may then reside—albeit tenuously—in 

211 
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the resources of a stranger of either sex. When no surrogate 

Feeder responds to an individual's needs, the only alternatives 

are two: the individual must become a Feeder himself, or he must 

hire a substitute. In either instance, most of the accompanying 

graces traditionally associated with the Feeder are forfeited. 

Light in August is a novel about a divided society; and 

its setting lies within the rural and small town community as it 

yields to the urban impulses of the developing South. The modern 

world as it is revealed in the novel is violent, a place of destruc-

378 
tion, fire, inhumanity, and anonymity; yet at the same time, in 

the background are the tranquil, clean, overalled farmers and their 

thrifty wives, the plodding mules, the Negro cabins. From the 

juxtaposition comes tension that may be resolved only in more 

violence, a resolution which sometimes negates the impulses of the 

Feeder, whether genuine or surrogate. 

Faulkner provides within the novel a history of the 
V7 

destruction of effective Feeding impulses within three families, ' 

a history that significantly affects the lives of their offspring. 

In each instance, the family head may be characterized as an eccen

tric who has given himself over to some form of extremism in belief 

and behavior; moreover, the man possesses an authority which denies 

his wife the natural expression of her own spirit, thereby negating 

her impulses or impeding her ability to nurture her family in the 

traditional manner of the Feeder. / 

378 
Alfred Kazin, "The Stillness in Light in August," in 

William Faulkner; Three Decades of Criticism, pp. 250-51. 
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In the family of Gail Hightower, both grandfather and 

father figure significantly. Hightower's father, a preacher, 

spent the civil war years ministering to the uniformed soldiers 

"not alone . . . praying and preaching . . . on Sunday mornings" 

but also practising surgery and pharmacy on "friend and foe alike 

while helping the doctors at the front" (p. 352). An abolitionist 

"almost before the sentiment had become a word to percolate down 

from the North" (pp. 351-52), the father would neither eat food 

prepared, nor sleep in a bed made, by a Negro; upon his marriage, 

therefore, the grandfather moved from the family home along with 

his two Negro slaves into a house he had prepared for himself. 

His male slave went to war with him; but neither returned alive, 

the grandfather's death coming in a raid on a chickenhouse in much 

the same kind of bravado and daring that accompanied the death of 

the Carolina Bayard Sartoris. 

In the meantime, Gail's father would not permit his wife 

to keep a slave, causing her to depend upon her mere resources for 

sustenance during his absence; consequently, Gail grew up believing 

that his invalid mother's lack of health was the result of the poor 

food which she had to subsist upon. She "had no garden save what 

she could make herself or with the infrequent aid of neighbors. 

And this aid the husband would not allow her to accept for the 

reason that it could not be repaid in kind. 'God will provide,' 

he [the father] said. 'Provide what? Dandelions and ditch weeds?' 

'Then He Xr̂ ill give us the bowels to digest them'" (p. 348). While 

she lived, Gail's mother was little more than a ghost to her son; 
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after she died, Cinthy, the grandfather's old slave, became surro

gate mother and Feeder to him, rearing Hightower during his adoles

cence on stories of his grandfather's bravery and forever fixing 

within Hightower the image of his grandfather's apoetheosis. In \,'\ 

this manner, therefore, Hightower's father's unnatural behavior in ' 

regard to the care of his wife during the war rendered her incapable 

of providing the needs of her son in his childhood; and when she 

died, the Negro woman nourished him on legend, producing in his 

mind a vision of the past that rendered him incapable of living an 

integrated life. Hightower's backward-looking personality and 

psychological confusion are thus linked to the ineffectuality of 

his mother as Feeder and to his father as a racist and religious 1 

i 

fundamentalist who contributed to his wife's infirmities and death. 1 

Ironically, Faulkner writes that the father's first patient after r^ 

the war was his wife, whom he enabled to produce life though she 

was past forty. 

\_.̂  Although less is known about the mother of Joanna Burden, 

it is likely from the description of her father that/Joanna's Yf \ 
'"•• U ^ 

379 
childhood was void of the traditional services of the Feeder; 
and like Hightower, Joanna's personality is marked forever by the 

-^ 
impression of her ancestry. Her father, like Hightower s, was 

—1 

c~z-

379 
No details of Joanna's life with her mother (the second 

wife of Nathaniel Burden, sent for through a cousin in New Hamp
shire and married upon her arrival two months later; Burden had 
stipulated that she be a "good housekeeper" over thirty-five years 
of age) are included in Joanna's recall of her childhood in a con
versation with Joe Christmas. Since Joanna's impression of her 
background is centered in her father and his impulses, and because 
she pursues the course of her life so single-mindedly, it appears 
that her mother's influence upon her was insignificant. 
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extreme in his religious and racial views. His racial fanaticism, 

provoked in part by Colonel John Sartoris's killing of his father 

and son "over a question of negro voting" (p. 184), was transmitted 

to Joanna while she was merely a child. At the age of four years, 

she was taken to the secret burial place of her half-brother and 

grandfather, where her father told her; 

. . . "Remember this. Your grandfather and brother are lying 
there, murdered not by one white man but by the curse which God 
put on a whole race before your grandfather or your brother or 
me or you were even thought of. A race doomed and cursed to 
be forever and ever a part of the white race's doom and curse 
for its sins. Remember that. His doom and his curse. Forever 
and ever. Mine. Your mother's. Yours, even though you are a 
child. The curse of every white child that ever was born and 
that ever will be born. None can escape it" (p. 187). 

Joanna was so impressed with her father's precepts that thereafter 

she saw the Negro as a ghost-like "black shadow in the shape of a 

cross," which fell upon all white children "as if they were nailed 

to the cross" (p. 187). | Joanna's vision, like that of Hightower's, 

paralyzes her and denies her the ability to develop her natural y 

womanhood, all her energies being expended for the sake of the 

inagined "Negro.V Even more than this, however, her labor because 

of her dream Negro's sake is necessary for her own redemption, her v-

father having convinced her that '"in order to rise, you must 

raise the shadow with you. But you can never lift it to your level'" 

(p. 188). Kazin writes that Joanna's inheritance is thus "an 

obsession with guilt and purity with a measure of bigotry and arro-

380 
gance added to the curse of slavery." 

380^ . ^ „ Kazin, p. 252. 
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The final family of the three in which the dominance of the 

male denied the development of Feeder impulses in the female is 

that of Joe^hristmag; however, in his case there are actually two 

families to be considered—his natural family, that of Doc (Eupheus) 

Hines; and his adoptive family, that of Simon McEachern. Joe's 

grandfather. Doc Hines, a fanatic in regard to race and religion 

like Nathaniel Burden and Gail Hightower, was so obsessed by his 

fanaticism that he may be considered mad. His control over his 

household was tyrannical and destructive; and his wife subsequently 

bore witness to the violence and irrationality she had known with 

him for the whole of their fifty years together; 

. . . "For fifty years he has been like that. For more than 
fifty years, but for fifty years I have suffered it. Even 
before we were married, he was always fighting. On the very 
night that Milly was born, he was locked up in jail for fight
ing. That's what I have bore and suffered. He said he had to 
fight because he is littler than most men and so folks would 
try to put on him. That was his vanity and his pride. But I 
told him it was because the devil was in him. And that some 
day the devil was going to come on him and him not know it 
until too late, and the devil was going to say, 'Eupheus Hines, 
I have come to collect my toll.' That's what I told him, the 
next day after Milly was born and me still too weak to raise 
my head, and him just out of jail again . . ." (pp. 276-77). 

In retelling the story of their life together, Mrs. Hines frequently 

repeated, '"I was that tired,'" as she recalled her inability to 

frustrate her husband's actions throughout the years. She was 

unable to prevent his riding after Milly and her lover, his subse

quent slaying of the lover, and his mistreatment of Milly when he 

brought her back home after the event. Even worse, Mrs. Hines was 

unable either to force Hines to procure a doctor for Milly in child

birth or to escape from the house in order to get help herself; 
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consequently, of course, Milly died. Obsessed with racial and female 

purity, Hines was certain that Milly's lover was part Negro; there

fore, he considered himself an agent of God acting out holy vengeance 

in killing the lover and permitting "the whore" to die. 

Hines's subsequent acts with regard to his grandson— 

depositing him on the doorstep of an orphanage where Hines had taken 

employment in order to be certain that the child's "nigger blood" 

would eventually be recognized, and his later attempt to place the 

child in a Negro orphanage—were motivated by the same insane hatred 

and religious fervor. Furthermore, his frenzied attack upon the 

adult Christmas more than thirty years later as Faulkner's plot 

unfolds springs from the same forces, Hines believing Christmas to 

be '"a pollution and a abomination'" on God's earth (p. 287). 

/ Hines, the natural grandfather of Joe Christmas, destroyed 

//' 
> 

the spirit of his own wife just as he destroyed his daughter and 

her lover; for Mrs. Hines's voice is "dead" when she recounts her 

life for Hightower: "there was no more expression on her face now 

than when she entered; woodenfaced, she speaks again in her dead 

voice, with almost the suddenness of the man" (p. 276).\ Whatever 

life force Mrs. Hines had embodied when she married was destroyed 

by Hines's dominion, an apt example of his subduing her being his 

striking her with the barrel of his gun when she tried to leave the 

house for Milly's sake. /That she possessed the impulses of the 

Feeder is illustrated in her secret preparations of infant's clothing 

before Joe's birth, and her feeding and caring for the baby until 

Hines slipped him out of the house and delivered him to the orphanage; 
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but even then, because she did not know where Hines had taken the 

child, she continued to make clothing for him for five years. After 

Joe's adoption by the McEacherns, Hines moved Mrs. Hines and himself 

to Mottstown, where he was considered to be a little crazy by the 

townspeople; 

. . . now and then negro women carrying what were obviously 
dishes of food would be seen entering from the rear the house 
where the couple lived, and emerging emptyhanded . . . In time 
the town either forgot or condoned, because Hines was an old 
man and harmless . . . so for twentyfive years the old couple 
had had no visible means of support, the town blinding its 
collective eye to the negro women and the covered dishes and 
pans, particularly as some of the dishes and pans had in all 
likelihood been borne intact from white kitchens where the 
women cooked. Anyway the town did not look, and . . . the 
couple had lived in the slack backwater of their lonely isola
tion, as though they had been two muskoxen strayed from the 
north pole, or two homeless and belated beasts from beyond the 
glacial period (p. 254). 

Hines became a fixture in the town square, depending upon "the 

bounty and charity of negroes for sustenance" and periodically 

preaching in their churches, where he was believed to be "crazy, 

touched by God, or having once touched Him . . . Perhaps they took 

him to be God Himself, since God to them was a white man too and 

His doings also a little inexplicable" (pp. 255-56), Hines's theme 

P 
being the superiority of the white race.; Thus Hines dehumanized both 

his wife and himself. In the main, however, the diabolical power 

of Hines destroyed his wife's Feeding propensities, annihilated his 

daughter and her lover and eradicated—before it existed—the 

natural family of his grandson. 

„J—iL. Only a little less devilish in his religious fanaticism, the 

adoptive father of Joe Christmas, McEachern also nullified the 

traditional benefits of the Feeder as rendered by Mrs. McEachern. 
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Of the women considered thus far, Mrs. McEachern possessed and 

demonstrated the Feeder's qualities the most visibly! Even so, 

Mrs. McEachern is clearly the subordinate of her husband, her 

description frequently being delineated as "beaten"; moreover, 

Faulkner writes that she behaved "as if she were the medium and the 

vigorous and ruthless husband the control" (p. 109). She appeared 

to be fifteen years older than her husband, moved timidly, toiled 

up the stairs; indeed, "she had been hammered stubbornly thinner and 

thinner like some passive and dully malleable metal, into an 

attenuation of dumb hopes and frustrated desires now faint and pale 

as dead ashes" (p. 122). Under the severity of her husband's con

trol, Mrs. McEachern was reduced to deception and cringing obedience 

in her own household. The adoption of Joe was obviously an act 

which might have rejuvenated her; but McEachern's stern control 

over, and periodic beatings of, Joe caused the child to resent the 

feminine weakness he perceived in Mrs. McEachern,! a weakness he 

stubbornly resisted, his behavior therefore preventing the develop

ment of warmth and respect between the two as well as a rebirth for 

the woman. \ In a remarkable scene, for example, Joe dumps in the 

corner of his room the tray of food secretly brought to him while 

he is being punished for not learning the catechism; Joe's rejection 

of Mrs. McEachern's food is both a denial of the hunger she has 

forced him to remember, and of the love she wishes to give. After 

she leaves, however, Joe's food hunger forces him to his knees upon 

the floor, where he "ate, like a savage, like a dog" (p. 115). Each 
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needed the other, but McEachern's tyrannical control over the 

household denied Joe*s reacting to the Feeder in the traditional 

way through a gratuitous return of love for her services. 

Furthermore, McEachern, considering restaurants a place of 

evil, carries packed lunches from home when it is necessary to go 

into town. Ironically, the one time when he and Joe are obliged to 

eat at a restaurant, McEachern selects a cafe that is a pretence 

for a prostitute*s services. McEachern*s parsimony lies behind 

his choice of the dingy backstreet restaurant; and instinctively 

Joe recognizes that "there is something about it beside food, 

eating" (p. 129); but he is unable to determine what it is which 

causes McEachern to order speedily prepared simple food that will 

not take long to consume: "Parsimony might have brought them here 

in preference to another place, but . . . it was a desire to depart 

quickly that had chosen the food" (p. 128). Joe's first meal at 

a "greasecrusted and frictionsmooth" counter foreshadows many years 

of such commercial feeding during his wanderings; moreover, his \ 

involvement with the waitress, Bobbie Allen, is a prelude to manyl 

similar relationships with women, black and white alike, terminating ^ "y [ 

in his affair with Joanna.' Food and sex are linked together, just 

as Joe's nausea and vomiting after eating the sweet-tasting tooth

paste in the dietitian's closet while she made love to the intern 

have linked Joe to feelings of revulsion in connection with woman. 

A taint of evil is associated with women..in Joe's mind, their power 

of attraction and his need for them being permanently identified 

with feminine weakness, just as^McEachern associates the need of 

food wi-th- the-corruptionjof the flesh. 

f 

• > , 
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As a consequence of Joe's life with McEachern on the farm and 

the prior conditioning of his life in the orphanage, Joe becomes the 

381 
rootless wanderer, a marginal man, "the personification of modern 

382 
loneliness." Without a race, a name, and a home, Joe Christmas 

is at last brought to his death by his efforts to determine his 

identity; he becomes a sacrificial scapegoat ultimately created by 

the malignity of Doc Hines and Simon McEachern, both of whose wives 

were .denied the development of their Feeding potentialities and the > 

\ X^^ 

nurturing experiences traditionally shared within a family unit, yQ sJ' 

experiences which, in turn, customarily promote the well being of // N ^^ 

the offspring. I S( '•_. t? 

'"NT^ -^ \ ^ I 
y ^ In contrast to the history of the families of Gail High- ./.'Ss"> «^ ' 

\ 1 
tower, Joanna Burden, and Joe Christmas, Faulkner provides a glimpse / 
of that of Lena Grove, who is the antithesis of the three. As a jj 

" ~ ""••' la 

Id 

child, Lena lived with her parents in a three-room country house ^ 
m 

"without screens, . . . lighted by a bug-swirled kerosene lamp, j 
V 

the naked floor worn smooth as old silver by naked feet" (pp. 1-2); fl 

when she was twelve, her mother died, saying, "'Take care of paw'" 

(p. 2). Faulkner writes, "Lena did so. Then one day her father 

said, 'You go to Doane's Mill with McKinley. You get ready to go, 

be ready when he comes.' Then he died" (p. 2). Having lost both 

parents in the same summer, Lena joined her brother and his family 

in the Alabama village where he worked in the mill that "had been 

381 
Scott Greer, "Joe Christmas and the Social Self," 

Mississippi Quarterly, 11 (Fall 1958), 164. 

Kazin, p. 248. 
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there seven years and in seven years more it would destroy all the 

timber within its reach" (p. 2). The youngest child of a stable 

family, Lena moved easily into the tiny home of her brother, where 

she assisted her sister-in-law with the care of her ever-increasing 

family: "For almost half of every year the sister-in-law was either 

lying in or recovering. During this time Lena did all the house

work and took care of the other children" (p. 3). For eight years 

Lena earned her keep by assisting her sister-in-law. Then she 

became pregnant by an itinerant mill-hand, Lucas Burch; and her 

brother, "a hard man," called her a whore. Faulkner writes that 

"softness and gentleness and youth . . . and almost everything 

else except a kind of stubborn and despairing fortitude and the 

bleak heritage of his bloodpride had been sweated out of him" (p. 3); 

but even so, the brother was not the fiend that Doc Hines was to his 

Milly, nor was he possessed by the fanaticism that characterized 

McEachern, Hightower, and Burden. 

In the developing action, 

encouraging and -preserving services, rendered first to her father 

and thence to her brother's family, have brought her to a degree of 

self-knowledge, self-confidence, and trust in mankind, qualities 

which enable her to strike out alone to find her errant "love mate" 

in order to give her child an identity. Warren Beck calls her not 

an Earth Mother (as so many critics name her), but "the natural woman 

of her time and place who will have her way as far as she can and 

it is evident that Lena's life-
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rest serenely in that." The stability she has maintained in her 

role as associate Feeder to her sister-in-law gives her an unequivo

cal identity that{preserves her in the changing and destructive age. j 

Her identification with the forces of life call forth the life-

encouraging responses of the folk whom she encounters throughout 

her journey so that she is never alone, jShe is fed by other Feeders, 

such as Mrs. Armstid, who is so generous that she breaks her china 

bank and gives Lena her hard-saved egg-money, a part of which Lena 

spends on sardines, cheese and crackers at the country store with 

its "heelgnawed porch" (p. 16). \ Although a stranger in Jefferson, 

Lena is attached to the community in an inextricable relation

ship, as Mrs. Armstid reveals when she aids Lena but absents herself 

from the breakfast she has prepared for Lena; while Mrs. Armstid I 

cannot condone Lena's illegitimate pregnancy, she can neither ignore j 
i 

it nor deny it her own life-affirming impulses. Lena's reiterated * 

expression "'Why, you're right kind,'" is confirmation of her view Z 

of existence; but Mr. Armstid realizes that it is possible for '/-A HI 

womenfolk "to be good without being very kind" (p. 8), as his wife's 

action demonstrates. Mrs. Armstid's breaking of the bank (ironi

cally an effigy of a rooster, a reminder of the sort of fellow 

Burch is—a kind of cocksure, fertile male force attractive to women, 

but a trifler) is "savage,"\as if she is resentful as much of her 

own nature as that of Lena's. /Both are powerless to deny their 

common nature, that of the Feeder. Moreover, Lena's affirmation of 

383 
Faulkner; Essays by Warren Beck (Madison: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 1976), p. 268. 
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faith in her statement to Mrs. Armstid, "*I reckon a family ought 

to all be together when a chap comes. Specially the first one. I 

reckon the Lord will see to that*" (p. 14), places a claim upon 

Mrs. Armstid's kindness; for if the Lord Himself will be generous, 

a woman ought to be. Cleanth Brooks writes that if there is to be 

384 any community, the carrier of life must be protected and nurtured; 

and although Mrs. Armstid may be resentful of the dilemmas life 

creates for her, she responds to them in a positive manner. 

385 
Lena is herself a hearty eater; but she restrains her 

appetite at breakfast in the Armstid's household when Mrs. Armstid 

does not appear. Later, on the road to Jefferson in the wagon, 

she eats the provisions she purchased earlier at the country store: 

"She eats slowly, steadily, sucking the rich sardine oil from her 

I 
fingers with slow and complete relish" (p. 20); and while she eats, j 

she feels the movement of her unborn child: "Her face has drained 

of color, of its full, hearty blood, and she sits quite still, •• 

hearing and feeling the implacable and immemorial earth, but without i 

fear or alarm" (p. 20). As Ruel Foster has classified her, Lena 

belongs to that group of "great mindless daughters of peasants who 

loom up in [Faulkner's] stories under the guise of earth goddesses, 

fertile, female, anti-intellectual," who are "the still point of the 

turning world, . . . great stationary wombs, . . . titanic reproduc

tive force [s], . . . the most ancient power in life, extending 

"Faulkner's Vision of Good and Evil," in Religious 
Perspectives, p. 71. 

Adams, p. 126. 
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backward through eons of time to the primeval slime and the proto

typal absorption of the first sperm by the first ovum."^^^ She 

is natural, comfortable, and completely in harmony with the motion 

387 
of life in the earth, relishing everything—a treat of cheese, 

crackers, sardines—that occurs as if it were original and even 

miraculous. Darrel Abel calls her "the moment's reality" because 

she is fully content with the moment she occupies, the past being 

388 

merely an antecedent of the present in which she is engrossed. 

Lena elicits a spontaneous assistance from Byron Bunch when 

she reaches Jefferson; he provides food and a dwelling place for her 

first at his boarding house and later at the cabin where Lucas Burch 

has lived with Joe Christmas on Joanna Burden's place. Byron's 

landlady, Mrs. Bear^, responds to Lena in a manner similar to that 

of Mrs. Armstid. >Although a hired Feeder, Mrs. Beard retains her 

sense of community and is not yet devoid of the traditional graces 
1 

of her kind; she agrees with Byron that Lena should be shielded 

from the talk about the fire at Joanna's (which would likely include 

Lena's lover) that the boarders will share at the supper table. 

Therefore, she feeds Lena privately after the men have eaten; and 

again, Lena eats heartily "with that grave and hearty decorum, 

almost going to sleep in her plate before she has finished" (p. 63). 

Mrs. Beard goes to extra trouble both to feed and bed Lena; but she 

386^ ^, 387,^ o, 
Foster, p. 26. Adams, p. 86. 

388 
"Frozen Movement in Light in August," Twentieth Century 

Interpretations of Light in August: A Collection of Critical Essays, 
ed. David L. Minter (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1969), 
p. 47. 
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does so ungrudgingly, refusing Lena's offer to help set up the cot 

she will sleep upon, just as Mrs. Armstid earlier refused her help 

with supper. iBoth Feeders extend their hospitality to Lena in a 

generous manner even though their social sense of morality is 

offended by her condition. 

Byron's responsiveness to Lena is spiritually transforming 

for him; for she calls out in him life-fostering impulses which he 

has long possessed but suppressed (they are earlier demonstrated in 

his offer to share his lunch with Joe Christmas at the mill, and 

are illustrated each weekend in a spiritual reflection through his 

services to the rural congregation). Once Byron has established 

Lena in the cabin, he provides groceries for her. On his way to 

her cabin, he stops at the house of Hightower, who thinks when he 

sees Byron approaching: "Tonight Byron is completely changed. It I 

shows in his walk, his carriage; . . . Aŝ  though he has learned 

pride, or defiance [Faulkner's italics]" (p. 231); furthermore, } 

Hightower thinks, "He has done something. He has taken a step." j 

389 * 
Without design, Lena "rescues" Byron from a banal existence, 

the instinctive love that he feels for her causing him to understand 

how he has built his life awry and inspiring him to reshape it more 

^ 390 
realistically. 

> 

Before Lena's appearance in Jefferson, Byron had lived 

safely, having "suffered no traumatic experience in his youth" as 

389^ , Q 
Doyle, p. 9. 

390 
Olga W. Vickery, "The Shadow and the Mirror," in 

Twentieth Century Interpretations, p. 40. 
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had Hightower, Joanna Burden, and Joe Christmas; nor "has he 

violently rebelled or been violently rejected by the community. 

He is rather the methodical little 'settled' man with no vices, the 

perpetual bachelor, who is somewhat withdrawn from the tides of 
r-

391 • 
life." Byron's first activity in the transformation of his life 

is to assume the t^sks of the Feeder, providing food and a sense of 

well being for Lena; for all his care of her—including his 

arranging for Burch to visit her—is unselfishly designed with her 

welfare in mind. Only when he is on the road with Lena and the 

baby does he finally commit himself to his own self-fulfillment, 

telling Lena, '"I done come too far now . . . I be dog if I'm 

going to quit now'" (p. 377). Byron is last seen sitting in the 

back of the furniture dealer's truck beside Lena, who nurses her 

insatiable baby "'that hadn't never stopped eating, that had been 

eating breakfast now for about ten miles, like one of these dining 

cars on the train, and her looking out and watching the telephone 

poles and the fences passing like it was a circus parade'" (p. 377). 

Mother and child are inextricably united with the rhythms and forces 

of life, Byron uniting himself with them in what appears to be a 

foreshadowing of Hightower's vision of Lena's life with Byron: 

"That will be her life, her destiny. The good stock peopling in 

tranquil obedience to it the good earth; from these hearty loins 

without hurry or haste descending mother and daughter. But by Byron 

engendered next" (p. 302). 

\ 9 
V 

391 
Cleanth Brooks, "The Community and the Pariah," in 

William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country, p. 66. 
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Lena is also the means of rejuvenation for Hightower; for 

Byron calls upon him for help while going for the doctor, and High

tower delivers the baby safely. The act brings Hightower out of 

his musty house and into contact with the earth over which he must 

walk to and from the cabin; and when he returns to his own kitchen, 

he is both hungry and exhilarated. Hightower has long been his own 

Feeder, the circumstances of his ministry and life in Jefferson 

after his wife's death denying him the services of both male and 

female Negro cooks, as well as his congregation. As Hightower walks 

homeward, satisfied with his having delivered the child alive, he is 

aware of the awakening life about him: 

The sun is now high, the town has wakened; he smells the smoke 
here and there of cooking breakfasts. "The least thing he could 
have done," he thinks, "since he [Byron] would not leave me the 
mule, would have been to ride ahead and start a fire in my 
stove for me. Since he thinks it better for my appetite to 
take a two-mile stroll before eating." He goes to the kitchen 
and builds a fire in the stove, slowly, clumsily; as clumsily 
after twentyfive years as on the first day he had ever attempted 
it, and puts coffee on . . . then he finds that he is preparing 
his usual hearty breakfast . . . And as he stands, tall, mis
shapen, lonely in his lonely and illkept kitchen, holding in his 
hand an iron skillet in which yesterday's old grease is bleakly 
caked, there goes through him a glow, a wave, a surge of some
thing almost hot, almost triumphant. "I showed them!" he thinks. 
"Life comes to the old man yet, while they get there too late. 
They get there for his leavings, as Byron would say." But this 
is vanity and empty pride. Yet the slow and fading glow dis
regards it, impervious to reprimand. He thinks, "What if I do? 
What if I do feel it? triumph and pride? What if I do?" But 
the warmth, the glow, evidently does not regard or need buttres
sing either; neither is it quenched by the actuality of an orange 
and eggs and toast (pp. 300-301). 

Having "bought immunity" from the affairs of mankind^ Hightower is 

recalled into the human race in service to Lena, a natural Feeder; 

the experience not only makes him aware of his wasted life but also 
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of his failure as a husband and his contribution to his wife's 

suicide. He recognizes that his obsession with the past and his 

grandfather's apoetheosis has negated the forces of his life and 

killed his wife. Lena's need of him places him for the first time 

in touch with the earth and the life-forces; thus he can repudiate 

the suggestion of pride and take pleasure in his achievement along 

with the nourishing food he has prepared for himself. On the night 

mentioned earlier when Byron appeared with groceries on his way to 

Lena's cabin, Hightower had recognized what the bundles contained; 

for he had "bought and carried too many like them himself not to 

know" (p. 233). Aside from random dishes left for him by Feeders 

in the community after it was convinced he would not leave Jeffer

son despite all his persecutions, Hightower has fed himself. When 

Hightower's conflict with the town was concluded, "they let the 

minister alone. They would see him working in the yard or the 

garden, and on the street and in the stores with a small basket on 

his arm, and they would speak to him. They knew that he did his 

own cooking and housework, and after a while the neighbors began 

to send him dishes again, though they were the sort of dishes which 

they would have sent to a poor mill family. But it was food, and 

wellmeant" (p. 52). Obviously, the "wellmeant" offerings of food 

were tokens of the town's willingness to restore him to a relation

ship with the community; yet Hightower's vision of the past continued 

to divide him from the human community and to isolate him from 

reality, his only visitor being an equally alienated man, Byron. 
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Lena and her baby call Hightower back into the human realm, 

where he asserts his manhood, moving "like a man with a purpose now, 

who for twentyfive years has been doing nothing at all between the 

time to wake and the time to sleep again. Neither is the book 

which he now chooses the Tennyson: this time also he chooses food 

for a man. It is Henry IV and he goes out into the back yard and 

lies down in the sagging deck chair beneath the mulberry tree, 

plumping solidly and heavily into it" (p. 301). He falls asleep 

thinking that Byron will surely awaken him with something else to 

do which "will be almost worth the waking." Just as Hightower had 

detected something different in the walk of Byron as a consequence 

of his attachment to Lena, Faulkner records the renewed vigor and 

purposefulness of Hightower, who perceives the birth of the baby 

as "good luck" restored to the Burden place and triumph implanted 

within his own soul. 

Just as Lena's life intersects with the lives of Byron and 

Hightower, those of Joe Christmas and Joanna Burden merge in the 

process of the novel's development, Joanna for a period serving as 

Feeder to Joe. When Joe stealthily enters Joanna's house for the 

first time, he climbs through a kitchen window; inside, "he also 

seemed to see in the darkness as he moved as unerringly toward the 

food which he wanted as if he knew where it would be" (p. 170). 

Joanna discovers him there, eating the "invisible food" from the 

"invisible dish" with his "invisible fingers," Joe's memory identify

ing the food as field peas cooked with molasses, a dish he had eaten 

at the table of the McEacherns and blessed in a monotonous and 
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lengthy prayer which the child considered in the following manner: 

"L h^^^ the monotonous dogmatic voice which Î  believe will never 

cease going on and on forever and peeping jÊ  see the indomitable 

bullet head the clean blunt beard they too bent and _I thinking How 

can he be so nothungry and 1^ smelling my mouth and tongue weeping 

the hot salt of waiting my eyes tasting the hot steam from the 

dish" (pp. 170-71). Characteristically, McEachern's prayer was as 

much a request for forgiveness for the need to eat as it was a 

392 

thanksgiving for the food. Joe craved the traditional satisfac

tions of communal eating even in the home of McEachern, the tempting 

food promising the assuagement of his physical hunger and McEachern's 

"blessing" denying the fulfillment customarily enjoyed by the Feeder 
^— 

and the fed as well. The description quoted above is filled with 

synesthesia, a device which may be considered as a metaphor for 

Joe's spiritual appetite for and need of the sense of well being 

expected to accompany the feeding rituals. McEachern's "nothungry" 

condition is symbolic of his disregard for the human appetites, which 

to him are part of the curse of man; characteristically he associates 

his food with his religion: '"He will eat my bread and he will 

observe my religion,'" he tells the matron of the orphanage (p. 107); 

and '"he'll find no fancy food and no idleness . . . but he will 

grow up to fear God and abhor idleness and vanity despite his 

origin'" (p. 106). /Because McEachern requires none of the graces 

392 
Use Dusoir Lind, "The Calvinistic Burden of Light in 

August," The New England Quarterly, 30 (Sept. 1957), 315. 
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of the Feeder, he forces his wife to practice the common feeding 

rites in secret. 

After discovering Joe in her kitchen, Joanna begins to feed 

him regularly;[but she provides his meals as one might provide them 

for servants, without her presence. Joe eats alone in the kitchen, 

Joanna never sharing her presence with him at meals. In fact, with 

one exception, their conversations are conducted with both individ

uals standing, she often in the doorway and he beneath her: 

Even after a year . . . when he saw her by day at all, it 
would be on Saturday afternoon or Sunday or when he would come 
to the house for the food which she would prepare for him and 
leave upon the kitchen table. Now and then she would come to 
the kitchen, though she would never stay while he ate, and at 
times she met him at the back porch, where during the first four 
or five months of his residence in the cabin below the house, 
they would stand for a while and talk almost like strangers. 
They always stood: she in one of her apparently endless succes
sion of clean calico house dresses and sometimes a cloth sun-
bonnet like a countrywoman, and he in a clean white shirt now 
and the serge trousers creased now every week. They never sat 
down to talk (pp. 172-73). 

/ Although they become lovers by night, there is no spiritual communion 

between the two; and although she prepares food for Joe, Joanna 

is unable or unwilling to perform the table rituals in the traditional 

manner of the Feeder, withholding her presence and conversation from 

him, thus denying both of them the fellowship usually expected at 

the table. After she learns of Joe's suspicion that he has the 

blood of a Negro, her feeding takes on the coloring of her ministry 

to the Negro, the penance ministry of her life. 

; Joe attempts to pull himself away from Joanna after the 

first incidences of their sexual union, destroying the food she 

leaves for him on the table in a dramatic scene. Although Joanna 
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does not yet know of his possible Negro blood, Joe thinks of the 

meal left for him as "Set out for the nigger. For the nigger" 

(p. 176). Smashing dish after dish against the wall as he identifies 

1 
it in the darkness, Joe calls the food "'Woman's muck.'"j His \ ^ 

destruction of the food is a rebellious reaction to the natural 

requirements of both food and sex; he resents the necessity of both, 

393 
but both are natural concomitants to life. Thereafter, although 

he takes a job at the planing mill and continues to live in the 

cabin, he takes his meals for six months at downtown restaurants, 

initially going without food from Wednesday till Saturday when he is 

paid. At the end of the six months, Joanna visits him in his cabin, 

sitting beside him on the cot and revealing her history to him. 

/There in a situation devoid of food, they confide in one another 

and begin the long sexual relationship that Joe comes to perceive 

of as a form of corruption: "he began to see himself as from a 

distance, like a man being sucked down into a bottomless morass" 

(p. 193). J 

Simultaneously, Joanna leaves meals for him in the kitchen; 

even after they cease to have sexual intercourse and she mistakenly 

thinks she is pregnant, she continues to provide his meals. How

ever, Joe again ceases to eat her food after Joanna begins her 

efforts to transform his life: "Not only had she changed her life 

completely, but . . . she was trying to change his too and make of 

him something between a hermit and a missionary to negroes" (p. 201) 

393 
Page, p. 147. 
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Several months pass before she leaves a note in his cabin, which is 

then being shared with Lucas Burch. Joe, believing that the note is 

a sign of her need of him—"She sees now that what she wants, 

needs, is a man. She wants a man by night; what he does by day

light does not matter" (p. 202)—is not surprised to find his 

supper waiting for him, and he eats.. However, he finds Joanna 

upstairs, unchanged in regard to her desire to make him into her 

assistant and to have him declare himself a Negro in order to attend 

the Negro college without charge. In the weeks that follow his 

refusal to accommodate her, he finds other notes; but when he goes 

to the house, "the table was never set with food . . . Sometimes 

he would look at it as he passed and he would think, 'My god. When 

have I sat down in peace to eat.' And he could not remember" 

(p. 206). 

The three-year interlude shared by Joe and Joanna is inter

laced with sexuality and feeding; necessarily Joanna has become her 

own Feeder—like Hightower—because her attitude with regard to the 

Negro precludes her hiring a black cook. Moreover, her monomanical 

obsession with her task of "raising" the Negro has obviated her 

development as a sexual being and the possibility of marriage. It 

has also stunted her development as a caring human being; for 

although she provides food for Joe, she withholds fellowship, and 

although she takes him as her lover, she denies him residence in 

her home./ He enters only the kitchen and moves up the stairs to 

the bedroom, seeing her in the other parts of her house only from 

the outside through the window. During their estrangement in the 
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final winter, Joe in the draughty cabin "would think of the bedroom 

in the house, with its fire, its ample, quilted, lintpadded covers. 

He was nearer to selfpity than he had ever been. 'She might at least 

send me another blanket,' he thought. So might he have bought one. 

But he did not" (p. 198). When Joanna tells him she is pregnant, 

he expects her to suggest marriage; but she does not. He even con

siders the notion: "Why not? It would mean ease, security for the 

rest of your life. You would never have to move again. And you 

might as well as married to her as this" (p. 197). In like manner, 

Joanna, relishing her new nature, attempts to stave off her con

science, "'Don't make me have to pray yet. Dear God, let me be 

damned a little longer, a little while'" (p. 196). 

Both characters crave the natural human relationships that 

are founded upon love; but unable to love as a consequence of their 

warped psyches, they pervert the sexual and feeding potentialities 

and responses that they possess.! Moreover, neither of them is 

capable of enduring "a mixed, impure, ambiguous world" as it is 

represented in Joe's lack of clear identity; each requires a dis

tinction between black and white, denying the possibility of gray-

394 

ness. And each consecrates himself to a life devoid of content

ment, as Joe's unnatural suffering from the cold for the lack of 

another blanket which he could supply for himself, and Joanna's 

assurance that she will eventually give up her "sin" indicate. As 

Swiggart claims, "Food is always something 'hot and fierce' prepared 

/ 

394 
Hyatt A. Waggoner, "Light in August: Outrage and Com

passion," in Religious Perspectives, p. 132. 
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by women, which he [Joe] must eat hurriedly and with a vague feeling 

395 
of self-betrayal." Similarly, Joanna accepts Joe as her lover 

but adheres to the code of honor which forbids the Negro to eat with 

a white person or a Negro man to sit in the presence of a white 

396 
woman. \ Instead of being a person to Joanna, Joe is merely a 

397 f 
thing, the object of her mission. Their obsessions dehumanize u 
both of them and lead them to the violence that destroys both their 

lives; but their obsessions are created by the patriarchal figures 

in their background whose authority denied both of them the expres

sion of love and care by their respective Feeders. For these reasons 

then, they live and die without personal and social integration. \ 

As Joe crosses the countryside after killing Joanna, he 

obtains a temporary sense of harmony: "It is just dawn, daylight: 

that gray and lonely suspension filled with the peaceful and tenta

tive waking of birds. The air, inbreathed, is like spring water. 

He breathes deep and slow, feeling with each breath himself diffuse 

in the neutral grayness, becoming one with loneliness and quiet that 

has never known fury or despair. 'That was all I wanted,' he 

thinks, in a quiet and slow amazement" (p. 246). The all seems 

simple in the deserted atmosphere of the pristine morning; but the 

psychic integration he longs for must be obtained within the realm 

of human society, a society that is no longer unified but disinte

grated and mechanized, as the juxtaposition of the country store's 

-17^—' 

395 
Peter Swiggart, The Art of Faulkner's Novels (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 1962), p. 136. 
396-, ,^ 397^ . , ,,^ 

Kerr, p. 10. Lmd, p. 325. 
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"heelgnawed porch" and the restaurant's "greasecrusted and friction-

smooth" counter indicate. When Joe determines to return to that 

community to give himself up, he thinks "Yes Î  would say Here J_ 

am Î  am tired Î  am tired of running of having to carry my life like 

it was a basket of eggs" (p. 250); and on the way back to Mottstown, 

he begins to feel "peace and unhaste and quiet"—"I don't have to 

bother about having to eat anymore" (p. 251). His dependency upon 

food and the Feeder is equal to his dependency upon the community, 

which has failed him; freed from both, he can obtain peace. 

Ironically, Christmas is murdered by Percy Grimm in the 

kitchen of Hightower's house, itself a repository of the loneliness 

and isolation caused by patriarchal failure to encourage the Feeding 

propensities of the wife; furthermore, the house once sheltered 

Hightower's young wife, whose own warm nature must have aspired to 

the establishment of home and family and the development of her role 

as Feeder. | In the room where Hightower a week before prepared his 

———J 
hearty breakfast and triumphed in the discovery of his manhood, 

Christmas is shot and butchered by another disintegrated human 

being, Percy Grimm, who is as alienated from his community as is 

Christmas. Of Grimm, Brooks writes, "In short, Percy Grimm is a 

man who needs desperately to be felt a part of the community. He 

needs it so much that he attempts to seize the community values by 

violence. He yearns to wear a uniform marking him as the community's 

representative and defender. Whereas Christmas repudiates the cus

toms and institutions of the community, Grimm insists upon seeing 

them in peril and demanding the right to take up arms in their 
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,,398 
defense." The kind of community relationship which Grimm 

desires is the ideal community that is prevented from occurring due 

to individual pride or defiance; for on the night before Hightower 

is called to assist in Lena's delivery, he refuses the request of 

Mrs. Hines and Byron to save Joe Christmas by saying that he had 

spent the night at Hightower's house. The request comes before 

Hightower's rejuvenation, so that his emotional response is negative 

and violent: "'It's not because I cant, dont dare to . . . it's 

because I wont! I wont! do you hear? . . . It's because I wont do 

it!'" (p. 290). When Hightower is surprised by Joe entering his 

house with the town in pursuit, Hightower attempts to save him; but 

it is too late. His metamorphosis into an independent and a caring 

human being as a consequence of his service to the life forces, had 

it occurred earlier, might have preserved Joe's life. 

} The murder and castration in the kitchen bring together 

all the thematic threads of the novel, emphasizing the perversion ^ 

of humanity in a world grown impersonal, desacralized, and anti- T^X 

life, a world far removed from the agrarian folk society in which 

the kitchen was the central focus of the home, the domain of the 

Feeder, out of which radiated the nourishment that sustained and 

preserved the human life within the household. 

The ending of the novel—Lena and her child with Byron 

moving into the unrevealed future—asserts the presence of a rem

nant of human beings who are not fully assimilated by the impersonal 

398 
"The Community and the Pariah," p. 61 
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mass. By her name that is associated with the backwoods world of 

light and holiness, Lena evokes images of an unfalien world; and 

her history of feeding and the infant incessantly sucking at her 

breast hint that when she is through with traveling, Lena will 

settle down to the life of a traditional Feeder, Byron working to 

provide her a kitchen and the food that she will bless with her 

i 

generous spirit. . She is the antithesis of Percy Grimm, who embodies 

399 pure force, machine-like, unerring, impersonal, and mindless. 

And she demonstrates the ability to exist in serenity, the opposite 

of Joe Christmas, who must die in order to achieve her kind of 

'—̂ 400 , P~^ 
constant peace. Furthermore,ILena is the opposite of Joanna 

Burden, whose life was plagued by guilt, thwarted sexuality, steril-

"401 \ "' 
ity, and selfish martyrdom./ The fact that! Lena provides a 

_ ^ -—-^ '̂ ~-

catalytic experience that recreates Hightower's life is a testament 
—̂  '' 

of the power of the gifts she possesses; but even more than that, 

her calling Byron out of the sterile byways of his life and into a 

life with her is testimony of her creative abilities. Finally, 

/Byron's natural fostering of her feeding instincts and assumption 

of the feeding role himself mark him as an antithetical counterpart 

to the old patriarchs,' Hightower, Burden, Hines, and McEachern, who 

appeared to fear the feminine principle as if it were capable of 

gmascttlaXing them. 

399 
Longley, Jr., The Tragic Mask, p. 202. 
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Page, p. 151. Ibid., p. 157. 



CHAPTER XI 

THE FEEDER ROLE AS SPIRITUAL IMAGE: 

THE TARWATER FAMILY 

A. Physical-Spiritual Backgrounds 

The Violent Bear It Away, O'Connor's second novel, is 

infused with food imagery and patterns of hunger and thirst, imagery 

principally derived from the gospel John 6:35, "I am the bread of 

life: he that cometh to me shall never hunger; and he that believeth 

on me shall never thirst." Freely associated with the Biblical 

metaphor, the accompanying scene in which Christ spoke the words— 

the miraculous feeding of the multitudes on the mountainside— 

supports the fundamental imagery, the fellowship of Jesus and the 

assembled congregation suggesting an eternal fellowship of Christ 

and redeemed mankind. Of the novel's three principal characters, 

two are surrogate Feeders; the great-uncle. Mason Tarwater, and the 

uncle, George F. Rayber, son of Mason's sister. Grand-nephew and 

nephew respectively to the two Feeders is Francis Marion Tarwater, 

whose hunger and thirst are the subject of the novel. Although 

Mason Tarwater (old Tarwater) is dead when the novel begins, his 

personality is so pervasive in the thoughts of the others that of 

the three kinsmen, he is the most alive. His eyes, equated with 

silver fish-eyes, are the most conspicuous feature of his face; 

240 
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and they are, he teaches young Tarwater, connected by their roots 

402 
to his heart. Old Tarwater's heart is, of course, nourished by 

the bread of life, Jesus Christ; and he is a backwoods prophet, a 

kind of modern John the Baptist, whose mission in life is to see to 

the redemption and baptism of his kinsmen. 

Mason Tarwater lives out his eighty-four years as a bachelor 

in a rural community in Tennessee called Powderhead, farming his 

acreage and operating a still which serves him and his neighbors, 

the most prominent being a Negro family. (That Tarwater is both 

prophet and operator of a still in no way seems contradictory within 

his community, for his temperament and demeanor are wholly that of 

a saint.) He is closely bound to his community, so closely bound 

in fact that Mrs. Munson, his neighbor, claims to have seen his 

spirit walking for two nights before his death, a sign that he was 

"unrested," probably because his mission with regard to his family 

was incomplete. In addition, the country store serves as the 

gathering place for fellowship in the community, a place where 

Tar̂ vater "liked to linger and discourse, for he found her [the 

403 
proprietress] as pleasant as a shade tree." 

How Tarwater becomes the guardian of his great-nephew 

Francis Marion is provided through flashbacks during the early part 

/ r\0 

Albert Duhamel, "Flannery O'Connor's Violent View of 
Reality," in Flannery O'Connor, ed. Robert Reiter, The Christian 
Critic Series (St. Louis: B. Herder Book Co., 1968), p. 96. 

403 
Flannery O'Connor, The Violent Bear It Away in Three By 

Flannery O'Connor (New York: New American Library, Signet Books, 
1964), p. 437. Hereafter all references to this work will be 
cited within the text, the spelling and punctuation of O'Connor 
being retained. 
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of the novel, a narrative that discloses the decay and dissolution 

of the Tarwater family as the age becomes more technological. First, 

Tarwater's sister abandons Powderhead at eighteen for the city and 

a marriage to a "prophet of life insurance" (p. 338) named Rayber, 

whose occupation keeps him away from home for days at a time. Con

cerned for her spiritual well being, Tarwater keeps up with her and 

tries "to lead his own sister to repentance, without success" 

(p. 338). Converted to urban persuasions and resenting her brother's 

behavior, Mrs. Rayber eventually lays a trap for him and commits him 

to an insane asylum, where he remains for a period of four years 

"because it had taken him four years to understand that the way for 

him to get out was to stop prophesying on the ward" (p. 340). 

Thereafter, Tarwater "proceeded about the Lord's business like an 

experienced crook" (p. 340). First, he arranges for Luella, the 

daughter of his neighbors, the Munsons, to be hired as a cook by 

his sister. Subsequently, the cook reports to Tarwater the activi

ties of the family; and since a son, George, and a daughter have 

been born, Tarwater shifts his attention to the boy. While the 

father is away, Tarwater "kidnaps" George, telling Luella "that 

his nephew was going off to spend a few days with him in the coun

try" (p. 341). The boy goes willingly, taking a liking to his 

uncle, who shows an interest in him in contrast to the neglect of 

his mother, who leaves the care of the children, the cooking, and 

the housekeeping to Luella while she sits "in her nightgown all day 

drinking whiskey out of a bottle . . . and reading books that she 

had to buy fresh every night from the drugstore" (p. 340). It is 
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a full three days before Mrs. Rayber misses her son, and another day 

before her husband returns from his trip and can be sent to Powder

head for Rayber. 

In those four days, Tarwater mesmerizes the seven-year-old 

boy with his gospel. He tells Rayber that he is "not taking him on 

this trip for pleasure but because the Lord had sent him to do it, 

to see that he was bom again and instructed in his Redemption" 

(p. 341). Since this is the first occasion of anyone's having paid 

personal attention to the child and since he has "never seen woods 

before or caught a fish or walked on roads that were not paved" 

(p. 341), Rayber undergoes a physical rejuvenation which brightens 

his thin, sallow face. The country food and companionship of his 

uncle are so satisfying to him that a week after his father takes 

him home, Rayber tries to find his way back to Powderhead. A state 

patrolman, finding him in the woods, returns him to his parents' 

home, where in the following years Rayber weighs the instruction of 

his uncle against that of his parents and the city's teachers. At 

fourteen, he rejects everything that Tar\>rater had taught him, 

believing as does his mother that the old man is mad. Subsequently, 

in college Rayber's studies in psychology lead him to believe only 

404 
what reason and science can tell him and to attempt to purge 

himself of "the seed" of Christian faith that old Tan̂ rater had 

implanted in him. Abandoning his childlike faith in God to solve 

man's physical and spiritual problems, Rayber turns to aptitude 

^04^ ^^ 
Gable, p. 135 
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tests and programs of social rehabilitation for the correction of 

405 
human problems, even those of his younger sister. 

As a graduate student, Rayber brings together his sister, 

whose life has been bereft of any pleasure as far as he can tell, 

and a country lad who has come to college to study divinity, "but 

whose mind Rayber . . . had seen at once was too good for that" 

(p. 364). Rayber's pride in his own analytical powers links him 

to scientific humanitarianism, the flaw of which, according to Ted 

Spivey, "is that it puts man in God's place. It is diabolical 

because it is based on egotism." In contrast, old Tarwater, 

whose enthusiasm for the doctrines of the Bible and trust in Jesus 

Christ to provide the needs of mankind (the metaphor "bread of life" 

being symbolic of Jesus's provision of such needs) appear to be 

irrational, is a sane human being with a genuine respect for the 

divine. David Eggenschwiler's study of old Tarwater is a convincing 

estimate of Tarwater as a balanced individual, chastened and 

407 
corrected by the Lord in his own bouts with egoism. On the 

other hand, the secularity with which Rayber identifies is that 

which mocks the true piety of his forefathers (Tarwater himself 

considers his sister's mixing her blood with her secular husband's 

to be an insult to both her parents and her God); and it limits 

Rayber to the explainable universe. 

Martin, p. 59. 

"Flannery O'Connor's View of God and Man," in Flannery 
O'Connor, ed. Robert Reiter, p. 116. 

"Flannery O'Connor's Triie and False Prophets," Renascence, 
21 (1969), 152-54. 
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The consequence of Rayber's "playing God" with the lives of 

his sister and the divinity student is to be considered diabolical; 

for she conceives a child, and still unmarried, dies with her 

parents in an automobile wreck, the infant Francis Marion Tarwater 

as a consequence being aborted alive during the eighth month of his 

gestation, immediately prior to his mother's death. Afterwards, the 

divinity student goes to Rayber's apartment and stands 

confronting him [Rayber] with the gun. He [Rayber] saw 
again the long brittle face as raw red as if a blast of 
fire had singed the skin off it and the eyes that had seemed 
burnt too. He had not felt they were entirely human eyes. 
They were the eyes of repentance and lacked all dignity. The 
boy had looked at him for what seemed an age but was perhaps 
only a second, then he had turned without a word and left and 
killed himself as soon as he reached his own room (p. 364). 

Rayber diagnoses the student's suicide as the effect of a case of 

morbid guilt, believing yet that "the boy would have become com

pletely stable" if there had been no accident (p. 364). 

Thus, despite the horrors of his pandering, Rayber believes 

that the little pleasure his sister had known in life was that 

which was provided by her lover and, that given time enough, Rayber 

could have created for the couple a satisfying life. Denied the 

opportunity to complete his experiment (O'Connor writes that he 

"engineered" the relationship), Rayber perceives in his sister's 

infant an opportunity to renew the experiment. According to 

Thomas Merton, Rayber's hubris "consists of the conviction that the 

infinite rightness and leveling power of 'scientific method' has 

given him a mandate to transform other people into his own image. 

And though he is 'nothing,' . . . others . . . belong to him. 
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since he has science on his side." Moreover, Merton perceives 

Rayber as representative of those rationalists who are "pure void," 

trying to reduce everyone else to that same void. 

When old Tarwater learns of the accident of his kinsmen and 

of the birth of the child, he goes to Rayber, posing as a man on the 

verge of death who wishes to spend his last months with his family. 

Actually, he wishes to see after the infant, whom he baptizes imme

diately. At the first, Rayber tolerates his uncle; and then because 

Rayber asks numerous questions, Tarwater senses that Rayber is 

beginning to be convinced of his own Redemption. Instead, however, 

Rayber is composing an article that is subsequently published in a 

"schoolteacher magazine," treating Tarwater's career as a prophet 

in psychological terms, Tarwater being the victim of a psychological 

fixation resulting from insecurity. When apprised of Rayber's 

publication, Tarwater is overwhelmed by his nephew's treachery, as 

he later informs young Tarwater; "'Where he wanted me was inside 

that schoolteacher magazine. He thought once he got me in there, 

I'd be as good as inside his head and done for and that would be 

that, that would be the end of it. Well, that wasn't the end of 

it! Here I sit. And there you sit. In freedom. Not inside any

body's head!'" (p. 315). On the same day that he reads the magazine 

article, Tarwater takes his great-nephew back to Powderhead, leaving 

in his crib a message written on the magazine cover; "THE PROPHET 

I RAISE UP OUT OF THIS BOY WILL BURN YOUR EYES CLEAN" (p. 348). 

"The Other Side of Despair," p. 15, 
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One of the heresies that Tarwater believes Rayber must be purged of 

is self-worship, Rayber having told his kinsman, "'You've got to be 

born again. Uncle . . . by your own efforts, back to the real 

world where there's no saviour but yourself" (p. 348). With his 

removal to Powderhead, Tarwater abandons his hope for Rayber's 

imminent redemption, thinking that "he had failed the school

teacher's mother and he had failed the schoolteacher, and now there 

was nothing to do but try to save Tarwater from being brought up 

by a fool" (p. 347). 

Thus until young Tarwater is fourteen, he lives with his 

great-uncle in the country, nourished physically by old Tarwater's 

cooking and spiritually by his instruction. Just as Rayber is a 

school teacher, so also is old Tarwater a teacher, but one who 

saves his charge from the indignity of classroom instruction. Tar

water frequently reminds young Tarwater of his "good fortune in not 

being sent to school" and of God's providence in preserving him 

"from contamination" (p. 313). Indeed, "while other children his 

age were herded together in a room to cut out paper pumpkins under 

the direction of a woman, he was left free for the pursuit of wis

dom, the companions of his spirit Abel and Enoch and Noah and Job, 

Abraham and Moses, King David and Solomon, and all the prophets 

. . ." (p. 313). 

The life of Tarwater is divided into three parts in the 

narrative; the first portion primarily delineates the death of 

Mason Tarwater and the younger Tarwater's journey to the home of 

his uncle, Rayber; the second delineates Tarwater's six-day stay in 
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the city with his uncle and cousin. Bishop; and the last describes 

the return of Tarwater to Powderhead and the vision of his great-

uncle among the multitudes gathered to partake of the fish and 

bread provided by the Lord. While O'Connor has frequently affirmed 

the necessity of the artist's use of the concrete rather than the 

409 
abstract, she frequently generalizes the circumstances in her 

drama which are somewhat peripheral rather than central. For 

example, of the fourteen years that young Tarwater lives with his 

great-uncle, only one meal is described in detail: the breakfast 

at which old Tarwater expires. Otherwise, O'Connor specifically 

mentions their feeding occasions only twice: once, when the two 

are in the city, where old Tarwater fails to find an attorney to 

entail his property so that Rayber may not inherit it; and later 

when Tarwater compares his feeding at Powderhead with that at 

Rayber's. 

Of the former occasion, O'Connor writes simply that "they 

sat down on the window ledge of a bank building and his uncle felt 

in his pocket for some biscuits he had brought and handed one to 

Tarwater. The old man unbuttoned his coat and allowed his stomach 

to ease forward and rest on his lap while he ate . . . Tarwater 

was very pale and his eyes glittered with a peculiar hollow 

depth . . . 'Thank God we're finished and can go home,' he 

muttered" (p. 320). VJhile eating the country food as they rest 

against the bank—a business established in order to provide 

See, for example, O'Connor's essay "The Nature and Aim 
of Fiction," in Mystery and Manners, p. 67. 
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security for man's currency—young Tarwater covets the security of 

his great uncle*s home. The bulging stomach of old Tarwater, given 

emphasis in the description along with the biscuits, suggests the 

"bread of life" imagery and implies that the substantial meals old 

Tarwater has enjoyed are prefigurings of eternal feasts.^^° In 

addition, young Tarwater is satisfied with the cold biscuits and 

longs for the contentment of home, in contrast to the uneasiness he 

experiences in the city. 

Of the latter incident—Tarwater's comparison of his feed

ing at Powderhead with that in Rayber's household—O'Connor writes 

the following: 

The city food only weakened him [Tarwater]. He and his great-
uncle had eaten well. If the old man had done nothing else for 
him, he had heaped his plate. Never a morning he had not 
awakened to the smell of fatback frying. The schoolteacher 
paid scarce attention to what he put inside him. For breakfast, 
he poured a bowl of shavings out of a cardboard box; in the 
middle of the day he made sandwiches out of lightbread; and at 
night he took them to a restaurant, a different one every 
night run by a different color of foreigner so that he would 
learn, he said, how other nationalities ate. The boy did not 
care how other nationalities ate. He had always left the 
restaurants hungry, conscious of an intrusion in his works. 
Since the breakfast he had finished sitting in the presence 
of his uncle's corpse, he had not been satisfied by food, and 
his hunger had become like an insistent silent force inside 
him . . . (p. 399). 

Tarwater disdains the artificiality of the processed food, particu

larly the "shavings" that masquerade as cereal and the "lightbread" 

410 
As Dr. Walter McDonald pointed out after reading the 

rough draft of this study, the word lord has its origin in the Old 
English hlafweard, "loaf-keeper." Thus old Tarwater's obsession 
with Christ as the Feeder of the multitudes on the mountainside, 
along with his eyes being associated with fish and his stomach with 
bread, confirms his sanctification. His Feeding services reflect 
on earth the eternal ones of his Lord. 
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that substitutes for homemade bread or biscuits. In addition, he 

disregards his uncle's making meal time an incident for intellectual 

pursuits; what Tarwater expects from the rites of eating is primarily 

a satisfaction that is derived from the expulsion of hunger. Finally, 

a pleasing communion at the table with one's own family is prefer

able to an awareness of how other nationalities eat. 

It is obvious that the physical sustenance which Tarwater 

derives from the common fare at Powderhead as it is prepared by 

his great-uncle and served along with his companionship and regard 

for Tarwater's well being is that kind of nourishment achieved by a 

traditional Feeder. Old Tarwater himself is linked to that histor

ical era in which feeding is both a natural and meaningful rite. 

Lacking a wife, Tar̂ vrater performs the rituals of a Feeder, perform

ing in the way of Henry MacCallum (although the latter had the 

assistance of a female servant). Moreover, instead of enlightening 

Tarwater with the habits of foreigners at meal time, old Tarwater 

impresses upon his great-nephew the fact that Jesus is the bread of 

life, the real food of the real man. Often old Tarwater says that 

as soon as he dies, he will "hasten to the banks of Galilee to eat 

the loaves and fishes that the Lord had multiplied" (p. 315). 

The knowledge that old Tarwater wishes to give his great-nephew is 

sacred rather than profane knowledge, unlike that offered by Rayber. 

For this reason, rather than send the boy to school, Tar

water instructs the boy in "Figures, Reading, Writing, and History 

beginning with Adam expelled from the Garden and going on down 

through the presidents to Herbert Hoover and on in speculation 
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toward the Second Coming and the Day of Judgment" (p. 305). Of 

most importance, however, is his instruction of the boy with regard 

to his own mission in life—that of succeeding his great-uncle as a 

prophet. The final object of old Tarwater's career is to baptize 

the latest born member of his family, the idiot son of Rayber and 

the social worker whom he married; moreover, young Tarwater's first 

mission will be to baptize the son. Bishop, if the deed has not 

been accomplished before old Tarwater's death. By the infinite 

wisdom of God, according to old Tarwater, Bishop was created retarded 

and therefore immune to the foolishness of his father. 

O'Connor suggests that Rayber has inherited through his 

father's blood a kind of ignorance which enables him to embrace the 

doctrines of psychology and sociology; for his father, when told 

earlier by old Tarwater that his soul was in danger, responded that 

he could sell an insurance policy against any contingency (p. 338). 

As the business of Rayber's father had been his religion, Rayber 

turns his faith to methods of quantifying, pinning it upon tests of 

aptitude, intelligence, and preference, thereby checking the 

impulses of Tarwater's sister's blood in his veins which tempt him 

toward Christianity. Rayber and his father are among those of whom 

411 
According to Sister Gable, Bishop's mother (Bernice 

Bishop), unable to endure the humiliation of a defective child even 
though she is trained to instruct others how to cope with their 
abnormal children, deserts Rayber and the child ("Ecumenic Core," 
p. 135). She avoids a divorce for fear that the courts might render 
her responsible for Bishop's care; and the one time that she visits 
her family, she chastizes Rayber for not institutionalizing Bishop. 
Thus, she not only deserts the responsibilities of her nature, 
denying the office of mother and Feeder but she also counsels 
Rayber to deny his fatherhood. 
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T. S. Eliot said, "The world is trying the experiment of attempting 

to form a civilized but non-Christian mentality. The experiment 

will fail . . . ."^^^ 

The fact that the offspring of Rayber and Bernice Bishop, a 

female counterpart of the Raybers, is mentally defective is symbolic 

of their own spiritual corruption; for the intellect reflects the 

condition of the soul as an individual's acts attest the quality of 

their source. The fact that the couple's offspring is intellectually 

stupid is symbolic of their faith's deficiency. As Preston Brown

ing, Jr., says, man must worship something; so he makes false gods 

that lead to his own self-deception and alienation. O'Connor 

suggests that Rayber's false god is social science and that by 

honoring it, he dishonors himself, his heritage, and his heirs. 

The instruction that old Tarwater gave to Rayber as a child, 

however, was a seed—in Tarwater's terminology—planted deep within 

his soul. Rayber tells Tarwater, "'You infected me with your idiot 

hopes, your foolish violence . . . I've straightened the tangle you 

made. Straightened it by pure will power. I've made myself 

straight'" (p. 346). But Rayber recognizes a divisiveness within 

himself as registered in his attitude with regard to his child. To 

him. Bishop is a mistake of nature, a mistake that science will 

eventually eliminate; but Rayber is unable to put Bishop away from 

him, either by placing him in an institution or in an attempt at 

412 
Quoted by Martha Stephens in "Flannery O'Connor and the 

Sanctified-Sinner Tradition," Arizona Quarterly, 24 (1968), 238. 
413 

Preston M. Browning, Jr., Flannery O'Connor (Carbondale; 
Southern Illinois University Press, 1974), p. 70. 
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drowning him. Moreover, as with his attachment to Bishop, Rayber 

can become attached to the natural universe, " . . . a stick or a 

stone, the line of a shadow, the absurd old man's walk of a starling 

crossing the sidewalk. If, without thinking, he lent himself to 

it, he would feel suddenly a morbid surge of the love that terrified 

him—powerful enough to throw him to the ground in an act of idiot 

praise. ^ was completely irrational and abnormal" [italics added] 

(p. 372). Furthermore, Rayber admits to himself that had he not 

his idiot child to love, "then the whole world would become his 

idiot child" (p. 410). Without Bishop to love "he would have to 

anesthetize his life" (p. 410). Indeed, the love that Rayber feels 

for Bishop is the only natural sensitivity he allows himself; and 

like every other facet of his life, he must order it in order to 

order himself. 

At the same time, old Tarwater's father's blood flows 

onward through the children of his sister, culminating in the 

spiritual innocence of Bishop himself. Images of Tarwater's eyes 

and face appear in all three of the nephews and intertwine their 

souls. Rayber admits that "the affliction" in the family flowed 

"from some ancient source, some desert prophet or polesitter, 

until, its power unabated, it appeared in the old man and him and, 

he surmised, in the boy [Tarwater]" (p. 372). The imagery Rayber 

utilizes when he analyses his own condition is that of disease: 

infection, affliction, anesthesia. But he fails to connect the 

mental condition of the child born of his own flesh with his own 

disorder, principally because he does not consider himself a 
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victim of a neurosis unless he loses self-control and follows the 

flow of the Tarwater blood. But, O'Connor suggests, as long as he 

loves, Rayber is capable of redemption; but without the ability to 

love, he is not. According to Marion Montgomery, the rejection of 

love is the Original Sin in O'Connor's works. Thelma Shinn 

observes that the modern world, of which Rayber is representative, 

is a rational world that replaces the spiritual world. 

Nathan A. Scott, Jr., calls Rayber a victim of his own "sterile 

416 
rationalism"; and Robert Drake claims that Rayber's pride of 

417 intellect is one of his sins (pride of will, another). As these 

observations, indicate, O'Connor develops Rayber as a character who 

is dissociated, fractured, divided within himself, and "filled with 

the 'dead words' of analysis but severed from any spiritual source 

of action. 

The one time that the young Tarwater sees his kinsmen prior 

to old Tarwater's death occurs when he and his great-uncle journey 

414 
Marion Montgomery, "Flannery O'Connor's 'Leaden Tract 

Against Complacency and Contraception,'"Arizona Quarterly, 24 
(1968), 133. 

Shinn, p. 66. 

"Flannery O'Connor's Testimony," in The Added Dimension, 
p. 148. 

417 
Flannery O'Connor: A Critical Essay, Contemporary 

Writers in Christian Perspective Series (Grand Rapids: William B. 
Eerdmans, 1966), pp. 28-30. As will be shô vn later, Rayber tries 
to convert his nephew to his own beliefs, just as he suggested to 
his uncle that he should convert himself. 

418 
John F. Desmond, "The Mystery of the Word and the Act: 

The Violent Bear It Away," American Benedictine Review, 24 (1973), 
343. 
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to the city to visit the attorneys on the mission already mentioned. 

While Tarwater is not certain that he has been called to the life of 

a prophet, he is certain that if he were to be called, his calling 

would be an enormous one, something on the order of that of Moses 

rather than that of old Tarwater. Moreover, he is certain that his 

calling would not include the leavings of another person. When 

Francis sees his uncle and cousin framed in the doorway of their 

house, they appear to be attached to one another: "The white-

haired child had caught hold of his father's leg and was hanging 

onto it" (p. 322). The next time he sees them, they are "inseparably 

joined. The schoolteacher's face was red and pained. The child 

might have been a deformed part of himself that had been acciden

tally revealed" (p. 358). 

Both Rayber and Bishop wear glasses to correct their vision; 

and Rayber depends upon a hearing aid described as a metal box wired 

419 to his head. In a conversation Tarwater asks his uncle, "'What 

you wired for? . . . Does your head light up?'" (p. 366) and '"Do 

you think in the box . . . or do you think in your head?'" (p. 367). 

Rayber's hearing aid represents his attempt to transfer the center 

of his understanding from his heart to his head; and he trusts in 

science to correct the imperfect rather than understanding that 

the imperfect is the emblem of a fallen world in need of 

419 
The only time when Rayber had tried to regain custody 

of young Tarwater, old Tarwater had shot him in the leg and taken 
a wedge out of his ear rather than surrender the child. Subse
quently, Rayber began to lose his hearing. 
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420 
purification and redemption. What stimuli pass through his 

glasses and hearing aid come out at a chart or a figure or an 

421 
article. That is why old Tarwater resents Rayber's "trying to 

get him in his head." But at the same time that Rayber is connected 

to scientific devices, which suggest that he has ears to hear but 

hears not, and eyes to see but sees not, he is naturally linked 

with Bishop, who is at once and the same time marked with the 

impurity of the age and the purity of innocence. 

After Tarwater's death, when young Tarwater first spies 

Bishop, "dim and ancient, like a child who had been a child for 

centuries" (p. 357), he is immobilized. "He stood like one con

demned, waiting on the spot of execution. Then the revelation came, 

silent, implacable, direct as a bullet. He did not look into the 

eyes of any fiery beast or see a burning bush. He only knew, with 

a certainty sunk in despair, that he was expected to baptize the 

child he saw and begin the life his great-uncle had prepared him 

for. He knew that he was called to be a prophet and that the 

ways of his prophecy would not be remarkable" (p. 357). Even as 

young as he is, Tarwater understands what his uncle will not admit 

to himself: the basic struggle of man is with the sin of Adam, the 

422 
natural tendency to sin against his conscience. 

420 
Martin, pp. 57-58. 
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Duhamel, "Flannery O'Connor's Violent View of Reality," 
p. 96. 

f 00 

Frederick J. Hoffman, "The Search for Redemption," in 
The Added Dimension, p. 37. Faulkner considered the struggle to 
be "the human heart in conflict with itself." 
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Despite the obedience he has yielded to his great-uncle 

during their years in Powderhead, Tarwater both fears and desires 

his own calling. He desires the kind of glory achieved by Moses, 

Elijah, and Daniel. He has even admired what he has seen in his 

great-uncle's face after the excursions he made alone into the 

woods "while he thrashed out his peace with the Lord, and when he 

returned, bedraggled and hungry, he would look the way the boy 

thought a prophet ought to look" (p. 307). At these times, "Tar

water knew that when he was called, he would say, 'Here I am. Lord 

ready!' At other times when there was no fire in his uncle's eye 

and he spoke only of the sweat and stink of the cross, of being 

born again to die, and of spending eternity eating the bread of 

life, the boy would let his mind wander off to other subjects" 

(p. 308). Therefore, when Tarwater perceives himself as called, 

he sees "his own stricken image . . . trudging into the distance in 

the bleeding stinking mad shadow of Jesus, until at last he received 

his reward, a broken fish, a multiplied loaf. The Lord . . . had 

created him . . . to baptize one idiot child that He need not have 

created in the first place and to cry out a gospel just as foolish" 

(pp. 357-58). Tarwater's inner conflicts are thus similar to those 

of his uncle's. 

Because Rayber is older than Tarwater and has had an urban 

education, he has convinced himself that "The great dignity of 

man . . . is his ability to say: I am born once and no more. What 

I can see and do for myself and my fellowman in this life is all of 

my portion and I'm content with it. It's enough to be a man" 
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(p. 405). O'Connor has written in her essay "Novelist and Believer" 

of Rayber's type of humanity; "There is one type of modern man who 

recognizes spirit in himself but who fails to recognize a being out

side himself whom he can adore as Creator and Lord; consequently he 

has become his own ultimate concern . . . For him, man has his own 

natural spirit of courage and dignity and pride and must consider 

/ 0 1 

it a point of honor to be satisfied with this." According to 

Sister Bernetta Quinn, contemporary society in recent years has made 

424 
a business of denying its need of redemption; and according to 

O'Connor, "for the last few centuries there has been operating in 

our culture the secular belief that there is no . . . cause [for 

425 
redemption]." The ultimate conflict operating in young Tan^ater 

is the conflict between Rayber's belief in false temporal gods and 

that of old Tarwater, which includes, of course, the need of m.an 

for God's redemption. Nathan Scott says that old Tarwater's 

experiences have made his nerves taut by the sense and pressure of 

Glory and that he is certain that the true country of the soul is 

426 
the Sacred, as exemplified in his anticipation of forever eating 

the fish and bread from the hands of Christ. Sister Rose Alice 

says that over the entire work is the brooding "wild-eyed presence 

of the dead grandfather [sic], a fascinating research subject to 

423 
Mystery and Manners, p. 159. 

424 , 
"View From a Rock; The Fiction of Flannery 0 Connor and 

J. F. Powers," Critique, 2 (Fall 1958), 21. 
425 

"The Fiction Writer and His Country," p. 33. 
426 

"Flannery O'Connor's Testimony," p. 146. 
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Rayber, a hated life-source to the boy. The allegorical implica

tion . . . is the Christian Church, brooding over the death-agony 

of innocence in the world of materialism, sorrowing at the same time 

over the crudity of the human instruments of redemption." 

With these ideas in mind and a conflict established between 

what might be classifiable as the head (rationalism) and the heart 

428 
(intuition or faith)—and O'Connor felt an affinity for Hawthorne 

—the feeding passages in The Violent Bear It Away allign themselves 

with one side or the other and may be classifiable as a dichotomy 

of urban-rural, artificial-natural, public-private, indifferent-

personal. Perhaps a conclusive label might be generated as a 

consequence of these concerns; physical-spiritual. 

B. Young Tar\<rater's Personal Devil 

Of the last meal which the two Tarwaters share, O'Connor 

writes: 

The morning the old man died, he came down and cooked 
breakfast as usual and died before he got the first spoonful 
to his mouth . . . At the moment of his death, he sat down to 
his breakfast and lifted his knife in one square red hand 
halfway to his mouth, and then with a look of complete astonish
ment, he lowered it until the hand rested on the edge of the 
plate and tilted it up off the table. 

. . . Tarwater, sitting across the table from him, saw red 
ropes appear in his face and a tremor pass over him. It was 
like the tremor of a quake that had begun at his heart and 
ran outward and was just reaching the surface. His mouth 
twisted down sharply on one side and he remained exactly as 
he was, perfectly balanced, his back a good six inches from 

/on 
"Flannery O'Connor: Poet to the Outcast," Renascence, 

16 (Spring 1964), 130. 

428 
See "The Grotesque in Southern Fiction," in Mystery and 

Manners, especially pp. 38-39. 
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the chair back and his stomach caught just under the edge of 
the table. His eyes, dead silver, were focussed on the boy 
across from him. 

Tarwater felt the tremor transfer itself and run lightly 
over him. He knew the old man was dead without touching him 
and he continued to sit across the table from the corpse, 
finishing his breakfast in a kind of sullen embarrassment as 
if he were in the presence of a new personality and couldn't 
think of anything to say. Finally he said in a querulous tone, 
"Just hold your horses. I already told you I would do it 
right." The voice sounded like a stranger's voice, as if the 
death had changed him instead of his great-uncle (p. 309). 

Old Tarwater, whose vision of heaven is that of the redeemed for

ever eating the food provided by Jesus Christ, dies at his own 

table, the observances of which he has faithfully rendered. Old 

Tarwater is described as being a very large, powerful man, about 

six feet four inches tall and weighing two hundred pounds. Upon 

his death, his well-fed body remains upright because his stomach is 

wedged against the table. In recent past, that protrusion had 

looked like "over-leavened bread" to Tarwater; on that occasion old 

Tarwater had built himself a coffin and had "climbed into it where 

it stood on the back porch, and had lain there some time, nothing 

showing but his stomach which rose over the top like over-leavened 

bread" (p. 311). On the lid of the box, he had scratched "MASON 

TARWATER, WITH GOD"; and while lying in it he had said to the boy, 

"'This is the end of us all'" (p. 311), his voice hearty and 

satisfied. 

Robert McCown says that Powderhead, the clearing that 

holds the cabin—"not simply off the dirt road but off the wagon 

track and footpath, and the nearest neighbors, colored not white, 

still had to walk through the woods, pushing plum branches out of 
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their way to get to it" (p. 310)—is symbolic of the Garden of Eden 

where man lives in innocence and an intimacy with God, where wilder-

429 
ness prophets are forged. In life and death, it would seem. Mason 

Tarwater is with God. At Powderhead the annual cycles of life, 

those of the corn, of the earth and all its living things, and of 

man are interlocked together. Tarwater's corn patch encircles the 

cabin, growing within four feet of the porch. His corn-liquor is 

stored beyond a wall of honeysuckle in a cove of a near-dry stream 

bed and is "sun-colored" (pp. 329, 331). Frequently the imagery 

associated with the sky and sun suggests the presence of an obser

vant God of the heavens: "The sun had slipped over the blue line 

of trees and circled by a haze of yellow was moving slowly across 

the sky" (p. 317); "the sun was like a furious white blister in the 

sky" (p. 318); "the sun was directly overhead, apparently dead 

still, holding its breath, waiting out the noontime" (p. 328). At 

night, the moon is "reflected like pale fire in the few spots of 

water in the sand" (p. 332). In addition, the entire universe 

appears to be alive: the "sand-colored hound" which beat its tail 

on the ground, "a few black chickens [which] scratched in the raw 

clay" (p. 317), the birds singing deep in the woods and observed by 

the sun, "a furious white, edging its way secretly behind the tops 

of the trees that rose over the hiding place [of the liquor]" 

(p. 329). 

''The Education of a Prophet: A Study of Flannery 
O'Connor's The Violent Bear It Away," Kansas Magazine, 1962, 
p. 74. 



262 

Inside the Tarwater cabin, the kitchen is "large and dark, 

with a wood stove at one end of it and a board table drawn up to 

the stove. Sacks of feed and mash were stacked in the corners and 

scrapmetal, woodshavings, old rope, ladders, and other tinder were 

wherever he or Tarwater had let them fall" (p. 309). The principal 

room of the cabin, the kitchen serves as combination commissary and 

supply room in order to produce the liveliness and beneficence of 

Powderhead. The two Tarwaters even sleep in the room until "a 

bobcat sprang in the window one night and frightened his uncle 

[old Tarwater] into carrying the bed upstairs where there were two 

empty rooms" (p. 309). From the kitchen outward, the basic rhythms 

of life are preserved without artificial ornamentation or commercial 

accessories. Tarwater plows the earth behind a mule even though it 

is a machine age; he and young Tarwater wear the common country 

garb: heavy shoes, overalls, and felt hats that mold to the shapes 

of their heads, retaining them after removal. 

Perhaps because Tarwater has enjoyed his life in Powderhead, 

when he considers death, he thinks of it as a summons to the table 

of the Lord. He instructs his great-nephew to bury him ten feet 

deep in the ground and to put a Christian cross over the grave so 

that he v;ill participate in the Resurrection. '"As soon as I hear 

the summons,'" he tells Tar\̂ âter, "'I'm going to run downstairs. 

I'll get as close to the door as I can. If I should get stuck up 

there, you'll have to roll me down the stairs, that's all'" 

(p. 311). Even in death, Tarwater will be considerate of his 
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great-nephew so that he may provide the Christian burial that Tar

water knows Rayber would not provide. 

As a surrogate parent and representation of the traditional 

Feeder, Tarwater is admirable. He is a protective guardian of his 

great-nephew, even resorting to violence in order to preserve him 

from what he interprets as the perfidy of Rayber and the city. In 

a world which has lost contact with Christ, Tarwater has retained 

his union with Him; moreover, recognizing that the city draws 

disoriented human beings together within it, where they "beg for 

430 

conversion to secularism and release from suffering," he pro

vides Tarwater a home apart from the city and gives him a moral 

education. Living harmoniously within the agrarian tradition as 

it is retained in his cabin and in his community, old Tarwater is 

recognized by the other inhabitants as a respectable man. Buford 

Munson, for example, says old Tarwater '"was deep in this life, he 

was deep in Jesus' misery'" (p. 331). 

Tarwater's emphasis on his great-uncle's never failing to 

"heap his plate" indicates his appreciation of the feeding rites 

performed in Powderhead; and combined with old Tarwater's continuous 

nourishment of the boy's body is his constant nurturing of the boy's 

soul according to his lights. Tarwater's given name. Mason, asso

ciates him sjnnbolically with stones and by inference with Peter, 

upon whom Christ's church was built; and Tarwater's obsession with 

the rites of baptism and his penchant for prophesying "the bread of 

life" connect him with the ragged, wilderness prophet John. 

Shmn, p. 69. 
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Furthermore, as in all of O'Connor's fiction, the use of nature as 

a backdrop suggests "the image of eternity and permanence with the 

flux and violence of the world of men." For all of these reasons, 

Tarwater becomes an "analogue of the concrete, mysterious union of 

/ 0.0 

word and act," according to John Desmond. 

Upon old Tarwater's death, as formerly noted, young Tar

water feels his great-uncle's death tremor and himself seems to be 

the one who is changed. Confronted with the necessity of burying 

his great-uncle, Tarwater first finishes the meal prepared for him; 

afterwards he leaves old Tarwater's body at the table while he 

begins the process of digging the grave. But a new facet of Tar

water's personality emerges during these procedures; Tarwater 

becomes aware of a voice that sounds like a stranger's voice both 

within his head and in the sounds of his own voice, the first 

expression occurring at the table, as he says, '"Just hold your 

horses. I already told you I would do it right'" (p. 309). 

Throughout the morning as Tarwater goes about the digging, 

he and the stranger carry on a continuous conversation that essen

tially denies the goodness of old Tarwater and sympathizes with 

Rayber. Tarwater "didn't search out the stranger's face but he 

knew by now that it was sharp and friendly and wise, shadowed under 

a stiff broad-brimmed panama hat that obscured the color of his 

eyes. He had lost his disli'rce for the thought of the voice. Only 

Martin, p. 182 

"The Mystery of the Word and the Act," p. 343. 
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every now and then it sounded like a stranger's voice to him. He 

began to feel that he was only just now meeting himself, as if as 

long as his uncle had lived, he had been deprived of his own acquaint

ance" (p. 324). While old Tarwater had lived, the boy had conformed 

to his great-uncle's patterns, respecting and appreciating him. But 

upon the instant in which the old man dies, a new guide and advisor 

appears to take his place. The voice says, " . . . if he [old 

Tarwater] wasn't actually crazy, he was the same thing in a different 

way: he didn't have but one thing on his mind. He was a one-notion 

man. Jesus. Jesus this and Jesus that. Ain't you in all your 

fourteen years of supporting his foolishness fed up and sick to the 

roof of your mouth with Jesus? My Lord and Saviour, . . . I am if 

you ain't" (p. 326). 

Nancy Barcus interprets the voice as Tarwater's new self-

knowledge, calling it knowledge of the existence of evil as a force 

433 
within himself; Marion Montgomery writes that Flannery O'Connor 

"insists that a very particular, rather than a vaguely abstract, 

434 
evil does indeed exist" in the world; and Gilbert H. Muller 

senses in O'Connor's fiction certain rites of passage in which 

stations of the mystical way (as Evelyn Underbill determined them) 

appear: the awakening of self, the purification of self, illumina-

435 
tion, dark night of the soul, and reunion. Considering these 

433 
"Psychological Determinism and Freedom in Flannery 

O'Connor," Cithara, 12 (1972), 32-33. 
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"In Defense of Flannery O'Connor's Dragon," Georgia 
Review, 25 (1971), 313. 

435 
Nightmares and Visions, p. 55. 
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interpretations together, it would seem that the stranger who 

originally is manifested only as a voice to Tarwater in the first 

hours of his independence is more than a negative conscience or 

negative self that Tarwater initially encounters. In view of the 

scene which appears in the last part of the drama, the homosexual 

rape of Tarwater by "a pale, lean, old-looking young man" wearing 

a "lavender shirt and a thin black suit and a panama hat" (p. 438), 

the voice apparently is that of a concrete force in the world, the 

devil, who first appears within the disobedient thoughts of young 

Tarwater. While nature persistently manifests the reality of 

God's spirit operating in the world in O'Connor's fiction, God's 

adversary is manifested in the diabolical behavior of human beings. 

Montgomery recalls Baudelaire's premise that the devil's shrewdest 

wile is to convince mankind that he does not exist. Furthermore, 

according to Montgomery, "It has been the course of action of the 

'New Protestantism' in the South, against which Tarwater's old 

uncle sets himself, to deny the existence of Satan while yet 

committed to dealing with the 'things' of Satan. They have been 

forced, consequently, to turn to the secular teachings of psychology 

and sociology, not as subordinate aids, but as the primary sources 

436 of doctrine." The sympathy that the stranger evinces for 

Rayber, the social scientist, thus is consistent with the developing 

ethos in the South that attempts to replace the traditional reli

gious ethos. l\rhat is more, if the stranger who speaks in support 

4 "̂6 
"In Defense of Flannery O'Connor's Dragon," p. 314. 
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of secular beliefs is the devil, then such philosophies must be 

devilish. 

Tarwater's new friend tells him that now that old Tarwater 

is gone, he can determine his own life: 

. . . The way I see it . . . you can do one of two things. 
One of them, not both. Nobody can do both of two things with
out straining themselves. You can do one thing or you can do 
the opposite. 

Jesus or the devil, the boy said. 
No no no, . . . there ain't no such thing as a devil. 

I can tell you that from my own self-experience. I know that 
for a fact. It ain't Jesus or the devil. It's Jesus or you 
. . . (p. 326). 

It should be clear to you . . . how all your life you been 
tricked by that old man. You could have been a city slicker 
for the last fourteen years . . . . That old man was the stone 
before your door and the Lord has rolled it away. He ain't 
rolled it quite far enough, of course. You got to finish up 
yourself but He's done the main part. Praise Him (p. 330). 

The "Great Deceiver" thus approaches Tarwater after old Tarwater 

is not there to preserve the boy from his wicked notions. He 

poses as a righteous liberator and wise mentor, counseling free 

participation in the world; and Tarwater's initial act of dis

obedience is to deny the will of his great-uncle with regard to his 

burial. Instead of completing the grave, Tarwater gets drunk on 

the liquor of old Tarwater. When he awakens after nightfall, he 

crawls under the cabin, thinking that his great-uncle's corpse still 

sits at the table, and sets the dwelling on fire. At midnight he 

arrives at the highway and catches a ride into the city with a 

copper flue slaesman. 

During his first true encounter with himself, Tarwater 

recalls old Tarwater's having said, '"And when I'm gone, you'll be 

better off in these woods by yourself with just as much light as 
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the sun wants to let in than you'll be in the city with him 

[Rayber]'" (p. 317); but Tarwater's actions belie his great-uncle's 

teaching and his advice. However, when Tarwater arrives at Rayber's 

house during the night, he begins to suspect that his great-uncle 

has set a trap for him by seeing that he go to the city in order 

that he would have an opportunity to baptize Bishop. Thus, in the 

successive days, Tarwater is torn by the desire to take up Rayber's 

secular beliefs and the knowledge of his calling to the life of a 

prophet. 

Motifs of secularity become increasingly involved in the 

daily patterns of Tarwater's life in the city, the ethos of which 

is fundamentally anti-traditional. 



CHAPTER XII 

MOTIFS OF SECULARITY: COMMERCIAL INFLUENCES 

ON THE FEEDER 

The influence of commerce in relation to the Feeder role in 

The Violent Bear It Away is initially associated with Rayber in his 

function as a Feeder when Tarwater awakens the first morning in the 

room provided for him. Rayber has "prepared a breakfast on a tray 

and brought it to the room" (p. 365). O'Connor writes that Rayber 

puts the tray across the boy's knees; "'That's your breakfast,' 

his uncle said as if he might not be able to identify it. It was a 

bowl of dry cereal and a glass of milk . . . No expression of 

approval or pleasure lightened the boy's face" (p. 365). Rather 

than the customary hot breakfast served in a warm kitchen, Tarwater 

receives a serving of convenience food in a room used for storage. 

Formerly the room of Bernice, it contains "trunks in the corners 

with crates piled on top of them. On the mantel, besides medicine 

bottles and dead electric lightbulbs and some old match boxes, was 

a picture of her" (p. 365). The leavings, both of the absent 

mother and of technology and science, sharply contrast the room 

with the kitchen at Powderhead and its vital accoutrements of farm 

life, including the feed and mash for the stock and fowl. The 

photographic image of the social worker is a reminder of her 

269 
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negation of the child whom she bore; it also suggests the ineptitude 

of social science since Bernice is one of its representatives. 

As Tarwater begins tasting the cereal, "it was apparent 

from his expression that he found the quality of it poor" (p. 366). 

Rayber does not eat along with him, making the occasion an opportunity 

to'get acquainted with his nephew. Wary of one another, the conver

sation during Tarwater's initial urban meal is virtually intimidating 

to both of them, Tarwater quizzing Rayber about his hearing aid, and 

Rayber defending his having left Tarwater at Powderhead. At one 

point Rayber blows cigarette smoke directly into the face of Tar

water; at another Rayber blames Tarwater for his deafness. At last 

Rayber begins to control his own emotions, thinking that Tarwater 

is suffering feelings of guilt for not having buried old Tarwater 

properly; and he leans forward saying, '"Listen, listen, Frankie 

. . . you're not alone any more. You have a friend. You have more 

than a friend now . . . You have a father'" (p. 368). The consola

tion proves to be only an outrage to Tarwater; and "as if he were 

declaring a royal birth," he pronounces his name as Tarwater and his 

mother a whore [old Tarwater's term] (p. 368). 

Rayber's angry response is "'Your mother was not a whore 

. . . That's just some rot he's [old Tarwater's] taught you. She 

was a good healthy American girl, just beginning to find herself 

when she was struck down'" (p. 368). Rayber's response is similar 

to the response of the devil on the previous day when Tarwater had 

repeated what his great-uncle had once said; "He hated to admit it 

that his own sister was a whore but he had to say it to say the 
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truth" (p. 326); for the devil had replied, "Shaw, you know yourself 

that it give him great satisfaction to admit she was a whore . . . 

He was always admitting somebody was an ass or a whore. That's all 

a prophet is good for—to admit somebody else is an ass or a whore" 

(pp. 326-27). Both Rayber and the devil deprecate the efficacy of 

old Tarwater's judgment, and Rayber condones immorality as a charac

teristic of "a good healthy American girl." His claim that she was 

a healthy American—presimiably participating in sexual activities 

normal for a girl her age—marks her as socially acceptable, the 

goal of a secular society ("I'm O.K.—You're O.K."). In this manner, 

Rayber also denies any personal wrongdoing in his engineering of the 

relationship that ended in the deaths of the young couple and the 

birth of their illegitimate child. 

The breakfast and the conversation accompanying it are 

significantly related to the urban culture. On the one hand, Tar

water is alligned by his biases to the tradition of Powderhead, or 

as it has represented them, the doctrines of Christianity and the 

traditions of an agrarian household: piety, communion of the family 

unit, and wholesome food. But, on the other, Rayber is alligned 

with urban and technological society, which deprecates the spirit 

in favor of the flesh by rule of the intellect; therefore, he 

serves a meagre breakfast because it is convenient and expedient. 

More important, however, is Rayber's alligning himself with the 

spirit of denial extant in modern society, a denial that incorporates 

both God and the devil. The aforementioned speech denying the 

existence of the devil by Tarwater's new companion is echoed 
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significantly in Rayber's defense of his sister's character. By 

these denials O'Connor suggests that Rayber is one of the devil's 

assistants although he is yet subject to grace and eligible for 

redemption. 

During Tarwater's stay in his uncle*s home, the secularity 

of,Rayber's milieu is contrasted with the spirituality of Tarwater's 

country abode, a place the name of which suggests the mortal fragility 

of the intellect: Powderhead; in old Tarwater's domain, the spirit 

predominates because it is eternal whereas the brain eventually turns 

to dust. 

During the day, Rayber initiates what will become a pattern 

for four successive days: the three kinsmen—Rayber, Bishop, and 

Tarwater—cover the city walking from one point of interest to 

another. They tour the art gallery, the movies, department stores, 

supermarkets, the water works, the post office, railroad yards, and 

the city hall. Rayber explains to Tarwater "how the city was run 

and detailed the duties of a good citizen" (p. 369). Throughout the 

procedures, Tarwater seems not to be impressed by the urban wonders. 

O'Connor writes, "Silent, he viewed everything with the same non

committal eye as if he found nothing here worth holding his atten

tion" (p. 369). 

At last, when Tarwater pauses to watch a shiny automobile on 

a revolving platform, the symbol of the supreme consummation of 

science and technology, Rayber seizes the display of interest to 

tell Tarwater that perhaps when he is sixteen he may have a car of 

his own; but Tarwater replies that he can walk on his own two feet 
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without being beholden. Later, Tarwater pauses to read a banner over 

a Pentecostal tabernacle: "UNLESS YE BE BORN AGAIN YE SHALL NOT HAVE 

EVERLASTING LIFE" (p. 370). When Rayber asks if the banner interests 

Tarwater, the boy pales and whispers, "'Horse manure,*" his whisper 

indicative of his fear of the blasphemy. At once, Rayber laughs; 

"'All such people have in life is the conviction they'll rise again,'" 

he says (p. 370). With a lilt in his voice Tarwater asks, '"They 

won't rise again?'" and Rayber affirms his statement; '"No,' he 

said simply, 'they won't rise again.' There was a profound finality 

in his tone . . . . 'That's why I want you to learn all you can. I 

want you to be educated so that you can take your place as an 

intelligent man in the world . . . '" (p. 370). For the moment, 

Tarwater appears to be responsive to his uncle's words; but when 

Rayber tells the boy that he will start to school in the fall, Tar

water resumes his former aloofness: "He wore his isolation like a 

mantle, wrapped it around him as if it were a garment signifying 

the elect" (p. 370). 

According to Carter Martin, the religiously sincere person 

in O'Connor's fiction is not awed by supermarkets, municipal govern-

437 

ment, and sports cars. Moreover, O'Connor satirizes the encroach

ments of vulgar progressivism throughout the nation by demonstrating 

the affinities between the secular mind and its material inventions; 

for example, when Rayber considers what might really impress Tar

water, he hits upon "the greatest marvel he could produce"—an 

airplane flight. When Tarwater makes no response to the offer. 

437 
The True Country, p. 221. 
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Rayber states that "'Flying is the greatest engineering achievement 

of man . . . Doesn't it stir your imagination even slightly? If it 

doesn't I'm afraid there's something wrong with you*" (p. 406). 

Tarwater responds that he and his great-uncle had paid a dollar at 

a fair to go up in an airplane: "'The houses weren't nothing but 

matchboxes and the people were invisible—like germs. I wouldn't 

give you nothing for no airplane. A buzzard can fly" (p. 406). So 

outraged at the profane reduction Tarwater makes of scientific 

achievement, Rayber loses his self-control: '"He's warped your 

whole life . . . You're going to grow up to be a freak if you don't 

let yourself be helped. You still believe all that crap he taught 

you'" (p. 406). 

Despite his uncle's fury, Tarwater's disdain of scientific 

achievement marks him as one of those individuals who fear a sub

stitution of knowledge for wisdom. The reduction by science and 

technology of human beings to a state of invisibility removes them 

from the realm of the natural to the abstract. Moreover, Tarwater's 

comparison of the invisible human beings to germs is marked with 

irony; for the anonymous bureaucracies that create power for them

selves at the expense of the general public in government and indus

try work within the social blood stream like a deadly bacteria 

within the body. Furthermore, Tarwater's failure to be awed by the 

trappings of consumerism in the supermarkets and department stores— 

and especially by the automobile—marks him as an independent and 

free being. The technological culture insists that all of these 

trappings are necessities, ends within themselves. Tarwater, having 
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lived in Powderhead, disdains them because he has avoided the rhetoric 

of the advertising agencies. But Rayber is correct when he labels 

Tarwater a freak; for anyone moving against the current of the national 

economy which depends upon consumerism for its very existence will be 

a freak because of his originality. 

In "The Grotesque in Southern Fiction," O'Connor considering 

the use of the freak or grotesque in her own fiction, says that one 

must have some conception of the whole man before one can recognize 

a freak. She concludes the essay with the following comment: "I 

feel it is a vision which we in the South must at least try to 

understand if we want to participate in the continuance of a vital 

Southern literature. I hate to think that in twenty years Southern 

writers too may be writing about men in gray-flannel suits and may 

have lost their ability to see that these gentlemen are even greater 

438 
freaks than what we are writing about now." Rayber is one of the 

urban freaks; but Tarwater, clinging to his country dress, country 

hunger, and country faith, is the one classified as freakish. And 

unfortunately, as Stuart L. Burns writes, if Tarwater attempts to 

inform the city dwellers of his particular vision of reality, he 

439 
will be another kind of a freak, a religious fanatic. 

Throughout his stay in the city, Tarwater's lack of enjoy

ment with regard to food persists. Like everything within Rayber's 

438 
In Mystery and Manners, pp. 44, 50. 

439 
" F r e a k s in a Circus Tent," Flannery O'Connor Bulletin, 

1 (1972), 22. 
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scope, the meals he provides Tarwater are prefabricated. When 

served ravioli at an Italian restaurant, Tarwater appears to Rayber 

to be a finicky eater, "pushing the food around on his plate before 

he ate it and putting each forkful in his mouth as if he suspected 

it was poisoned . . . He ate a little of it and then put the fork 

down" (pp. 373-74). Rayber asks Tarwater if he does not like it or 

if he wishes something else. Tarwater replies, '"It all came out 

the same slop bucket'" (p. 374). When told Bishop is eating his 

portion, Tarwater says, "' . . .a hog might like it . . . He's like 

a hog . . . He eats like a hog and he don't think no more than a 

hog and when he dies, he'll rot like a hog. Me and you too . . . 

will rot like hogs. The only difference between me and you and a 

hog is me and you can calculate, but there ain't any difference 

between him and one'" (p. 374). During this meal, Tarwater indicates 

his disdain for the food of the city; but he also reveals that he is 

testing the philosophy of his uncle once again, as when he earlier 

whispered, "Horse manure." This time his words are bolder, more 

numerous, and repetitive of Rayber's denial of resurrection. 

The language in the feeding scenes described thus far is 

consistent with regard to the accompanying food and may by extension 

be applied to the philosophy attached to each scene. The quality of 

the initial breakfast seems poor to Tarwater; and the Italian ravioli, 

as well as any other food served at the various restaurants, appears 

O'Connor writes that even at Rayber's school "all his 
professional decisions were prefabricated and did not involve his 
participation" (p. 373). Rayber is merely part of the faceless 
collective commonly called the "mass." 
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to come from the same "slop bucket" to Tarwater, who thinks it may 

even be tainted or poisoned. Fundamentally, the foods served to 

Tarwater are processed by technological procedures or are commercially 

prepared. As previously described, the conversations that accompany 

the feedings also partake of the jargon of the psychology and 

sociology of Rayber's faith, which is a substitute for the natural 

religious faith of mankind. Thus both the food and the philosophy 

may be linked with the synthetic, the artificial, and the unnatural. 

The comparison implies that the faith of Rayber is of poor quality, 

likely even to be poison, or as Tarwater says "fit for hogs." More

over, each mealtime discussion compares the values of Powderhead 

with those of the city. During the discussions, Tarwater wishes to 

be freed from what Rayber (as well as the devil) perceives as his 

uncle's fanaticism; and while Tarwater's senses equip him with the 

ability to determine the quality of the food, his life experience is 

not yet sufficient to enable him to determine the validity of his 

faith. 

After the incident in the Italian restaurant, Rayber's 

fatigue overpowers him; rather than prolong their examination of the 

city, he takes them all home to bed. Fearful that Tarwater may 

attempt to leave, however, Rayber wears his hearing aid to bed 

while he reflects upon the past four days. When Tarwater had arrived, 

Rayber was enthusiastic to tackle "a monumental job of reconstruc

tion" (p. 363); however, Tarwater had refused to wear the city 

clothing Rayber had provided, ignored the books given him, and 

furiously rejected the aptitude tests that Rayber had tried to cozen 
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him into taking under the guise of a game. Tarwater's obstinacy 

has begun to wear on Rayber, reducing his enthusiasm and sense of 

challenge. 

While Rayber contemplates Tarwater's behavior, he considers 

his own self-discipline, his personal process of reconstructing 

himself after having been exposed to old Tarwater's teachings; "He 

kept himself upright on a very narrow line between madness and 

emptiness, and when the time came for him to lose his balance, he 

intended to lurch toward emptiness and fall on the side of his 

choice. He recognized that in silent ways he lived an heroic life" 

(p. 373). He also considers his love for Bishop and thinks "he was 

not afraid of love in general. He knew the value of it and how it 

could be used" (p. 372). 

Rayber's consideration of love as something to be used 

indicates defective reasoning, for love is a mysterious force 

incapable of manipulation; but Rayber "had seen it transform in 

cases where nothing else had worked, such as with his poor sister" 

(p. 372). The devastating consequences of his attempt to manipulate 

love in the lives of his sister and the divinity student are 

attributed by Rayber to accident; for, by his analysis, the accidental 

automobile wreck caused the sister to die and the divinity student to 

commit suicide. The divinity student, however, had known guilt and 

repentance, abstractions for something concrete that Rayber cannot 

441 
The aptitude tests were administered to Tarwater at 

the kitchen table, where fourteen years before old Tarwater had 
been given the article to read about his own "fixation." 
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admit exists; for Rayber will not admit to himself that there is a 

correlation between the sister's death and the student's suicide 

that is traceable to the experiment Rayber was performing in order 

to create what he considered to be good lives for the two individuals. 

He will not admit the reality of sin. 

J. C. Keller writes that Rayber is a rationalist, believing 

that the real is rational and the rational real; moreover, Rayber 

perceives the universe as having an order which man is capable of both 

442 
comprehending and controlling. He views himself as a creature 

of his conditioning, needful of understanding his own neuroses in 

order to prevent their controlling him. As he considers his own 

success with his ascetic life (he strips his house of creature com

forts) and his rigid discipline of the emotion he feels for Bishop 

(the only real threat to his integrity), Rayber participates in a 

form of hubris that may even be said to substitute for Christ. 

According to Keller, the good deeds Rayber does for others—students, 

his sister, Tarwater—substitute for charity, compassion, and self-

f f 0. 

lessness. Carter Martin believes that it is Bishop who substitutes 

for Christ, in that Rayber would love the whole world had he not 

444 
Bishop in whom to concentrate his love. Because Rayber's love 

for Bishop has the potential of dehumanizing Rayber (according to 

Rayber's reasoning), of denigrating his ego by prostrating him, he 

f f o 

"The Figures of the Empiricist and the Rationalist in 
the Fiction of Flannery O'Connor," Arizona Quarterly, 28 (1972), 264. 

443 
Ibid., p. 265. 
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The True Country, p. 59 
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445 
is obliged to control it. O'Connor appears to mock Rayber's 

trust of reason; she suggests that what Rayber perceives of as a 

neurosis—the mysterious love which he must control—is really his 

health. Were he to give himself to that love without restriction, 

he might live a full life. However, he associates his love with the 

"affliction" of the family: "He, at the cost of a full life, 

staved it off . . . He had kept it from gaining control over him by 

what amounted to a rigid ascetic discipline. He did not look at 

anything too long, he denied his senses unnecessary satisfactions 

. . . and cultivated the dullest for friends" (p. 373). Within 

Tarwater, Rayber perceives the same affliction and determines to make 

Tarwater exorcise it. David Eggenschwiler claims that Rayber thus 

regards Tarwater as a possession, "a disciple to be properly 

molded."^^^ 

While Rayber is reconsidering the events of his life and 

the previous few days with Tarwater, he hears the boy leave the 

house. Throwing clothes on over his pajamas, Rayber leaves the house 

barefooted and stumbles after him in the darkness. The journey is 

described by Albert Sonnenfeld as "a barefoot Calvary" ending in 

447 defeat, a journey through alleys of filth and garbage, past 

lighted houses and jeering children. At one shop window, Rayber 

Orvell Miles, Invisible Parade; The Fiction of Flannery 
0'Connor (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1972), p. 99. 

"Flannery O'Connor's True and False Prophets," p. 157. 

"Flannery O'Connor: The Catholic Writer as Baptist," 
Contem.porary Literature, 13 (1972), 451, 



281 

perceives Tarwater peering through the glass, his face looking like 

that "of someone starving who sees a meal he can't reach laid out 

before him" (p. 377). Rayber is exhilarated by the sight, thinking 

that at last Tarwater sees something he wants that Rayber can pro

vide, a tool to "make all the difference" in his rehabilitation. But 

when Rayber approaches the window after Tarwater's departure, he 

perceives only "a loaf of bread pushed to the side that must have 

been overlooked when the shelf was cleaned for the night" (p. 378). 

Rayber's rational reaction is the silent comment, "'if he had eaten 

his dinner, he wouldn't be hungry'" (p. 378); but the bread is 

associated with old Tarwater and Christ, and sjnnbolizes Tarwater's 

spiritual hunger rather than a purely physical one. 

Tarwater's destination is the pentecostal tabernacle seen 

earlier in the day. After Tarwater enters the building, Rayber 

discovers a window in the rear which enables him to view the stage 

through a small ante-room attached to it. What occurs on the stage 

as Rayber watches is a combination of a display of honest, innocent 

faith and economic exploitation, a religious service conducted by 

the Carmodys for Christ, who are a family of parents and crippled 

daughter, the latter being a child evangelist. The service begins 

with Mrs. Carmody describing their lives as missionaries, "years of 

trial and pain, years of hardship and suffering" (p. 381). Her 

speech ends in the extension of an opportunity for the audience to 

contribute money to their support. After the collection plates are 

passed, the child evangelist, Lucette, hobbles into the spotlight 

and begins to speak. Rayber recognizes instantly that the child 
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"was not a fraud, that she was only exploited" (p. 382). The language 

of the girl is like that of old Tarwater, '"I want to tell you to 

be ready so that on the last day you'll rise in the glory of the 

Lord . . . Jesus is the word of God and Jesus is love . . . I want 

to tell you people the story of the world, how it never known when 

loye come, so when love comes again, you'll be ready'" (p. 382). 

Rayber is incensed at the exploitation and degradation brought upon 

the child by the parents, the preacher, and the audience. To him 

"she was like one of those birds blinded to make it sing more sweetly 

. . . His pity encompassed all exploited children—himself when he 

was a child, Tarwater exploited by the old man, this child exploited 

by parents. Bishop exploited by the very fact he was alive" (p. 383). 

Once when the girl's eyes move in his direction, Rayber is certain 

that "the child had looked directly into his heart and seen his 

pity. He felt that some mysterious connection was established 

between them" (p. 383). Thus he begins to think of rescuing her: 

"Come away with me! he silently implored, and I'll teach you the 

truth, I'll save you, beautiful child" (p. 384). To Rayber's horror, 

the next time the child looks in his direction, she says, "'Listen 

you people . . . I see a damned soul before my eye! I see a dead 

man Jesus hasn't raised. His head is in the window but his ear is 

deaf to the Holy Word'" (p. 385). As the girl continues her 

harangue, Rayber discovers the button that controls his hearing aid 

and falls limp into "a silent dark relief" that encloses him "like 

shelter after a tormenting wind" (p. 385). 
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During the service, Tarwater stands inside the building, 

hearing the words Lucette speaks that are so familiar: "'The Word 

of God is a burning Word to burn you clean! . . . Burns the whole 

world, man and child . . . none can escape'" (p. 384). Imagery of 

fire and food infuse her speech: "'Listen world, . . . Jesus is 

coming again! The mountains are going to lie down like hounds at 

His feet, the stars are going to perch on His shoulder and when He 

calls it, the sun is going to fall like a goose for His feast. Will 

you know the Lord Jesus then?'" (p. 384). 

After Rayber resumes his self-control and while moving away 

from the tabernacle, he confronts Tarwater, who makes a gesture of 

greeting and seems to be considerably relieved to see his uncle. The 

moment is the one in which Tarwater is ready to reject his past 

because he has perceived a more positive message. One of love and 

contentment, in the child's message, a theme which frequently was 

understated by old Tarwater, who dwelled upon the more furious 

aspects of God—those of the God of Wrath as opposed to those of a 

God of Love. But Rayber is so undone by the degradation he has 

undergone that he can offer the boy no gesture of beneficence. 

Instead, he snaps, "'I hope you enjoyed the show'" (p. 385); and 

Tarwater replies, "'I only gone to spit on it'" (p. 386). Rayber 

responds, "'I'm not so sure of that'" (p. 386). 

Rayber's personal rage prevents him from noticing the 

softening of Tarwater, who has previously been described in imagery 

of steel. In his recoil from the girl's damnation of him, Rayber is 

too weak to employ the psychology and formulas upon which he relies. 
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On other occasions he has utilized every opportunity to replace the 

fanatic beliefs of old Tarwater with the reason of the age; but the 

insight that Lucette possesses is to be considered as genuine: 

Rayber is a fugitive from the Christian life into which old Tarwater 

448 
had instructed him and baptized him. Lucette strikes a vulnerable 

nerve within Rayber and thereby impedes his powers of rationalization 

at the very moment when Tarwater is impressionable. 

On the other hand, Tarwater desires the freedom that old 

Tarwater possessed during his lifetime, but he does not wish to 

449 
attain it in the Lord's way. He is satisfied that his education 

was personal and that it was provided away from the secularity of the 

city and its classrooms; but Tarwater wishes to avoid the wildness 

of his great-uncle's prophecy. He hopes to find symbols to prove 

that his own calling is greater than (or at least different from) 

that of old Tarwater's for him—the baptism of Bishop. He is 

immobilized during his days in the city between the agrarian world 

of Powderhead and the urban one his uncle represents; he clings to 

his country clothing, affinity for country food, and his primitive 

faith while wishing to believe Rayber. To be able to believe 

Rayber would mean that Tarwater would be released from his obligation 

to baptize Bishop. Melvin J. Friedman sees in Tarwater the Huck Finn 

and Ike McCaslin type of American boy; according to Friedman, 

An analysis of Robert Fitzgerald as refered to by 
Barnabas Davis, "Flannery O'Connor: Christian Belief in Recent 
Fiction," Listening, Autumn, 1965, p. 14. 

Sister Kathleen Feeley, Flannery O'Connor: Voice of the 
Peacock (New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1972), p. 157. 
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Tarwater's ambivalence about baptizing Bishop is akin to Huck's about 

Jim, and Ike's about the world of Old Ben. Because Tarwater has 

been reared to view his family*s history not in isolation from, but 

in context with, world history—a sacred history emanating from 

451 
Adam, his life is "Christ-centered" while Rayber's is merely 

452 
"Christ-haunted." 

On the day following the experience at the pentecostal 

tabernacle Rayber decides "to stretch the boy's mind by introducing 

him to his ancestor, the fish" at the natural history museum (p. 387) 

But on their way to the museum, they pass through a wood in the 

middle of the city, in which the sunlight filters upon the sidewalks 

in a manner which reminds Tarwater of his rural home. When Bishop 

spies a fountain in the center of the park within the wood, he flies 

toward it, crawling into the pool at the base of the fountain before 

Rayber is able to restrain him. While Tarwater witnesses the event, 

his eyes "burned as if he beheld some terrible compelling vision. 

The sun shone brightly on Bishop's white head and the little boy 

stood there with a look of attention" (p. 390). The blessing of the 

sunlight upon Bishop looks like a holy nimbus to Tarwater, and he 

takes the sight as symbol of his calling. However, Rayber reaches 

Bishop before Tarwater does and snatches Bishop—howling—out upon 

Flannery O'Connor; Another Legend in Southern Fiction," 
in Flannery O'Connor, ed. Robert Reiter, p. 21. 

Robert Drake, "The Paradigm of Flannery O'Connor's True 
Country," Studies in Short Fiction, 6 (1969), 434. 

See O'Connor's essay "The Grotesque in Southern Fiction," 
in Mystery and Manners for her estimate of these labels in the 
South, pp. 44-45. 
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the sidewalk, feeling that he has "just saved the boy [Tarwater] 

from committing some enormous indignity" (p. 391). The experience 

convinces Rayber that Tarwater's fixation is beyond reason and that 

only a shock will be able to release him from the compulsion to 

baptize Bishop. Moreover, Rayber's enthusiasm for his task of 

rehabilitating Tarwater is so low that he would prefer that the boy 

go back to Powderhead; but the experience in the park assures him 

that "there was no way to get rid of [Tarwater]" (p. 392). 

O'Connor provides a flashback view of the fountain scene as 

it is perceived by Tarwater: 

The child stood grinning in the pool, lifting his feet 
slowly up and down as if he liked the feel of the wet seeping 
into his shoes. The sun, which had been tacking from cloud to 
cloud, emerged above the fountain. A blinding brightness fell 
on the lion's tangled marble head and gilded the stream of 
water rushing from his mouth. Then the light, falling more 
gently, rested like a hand on the child's white head. His 
face might have been a mirror where the sun had stopped to 
watch its reflection. 

Tarwater started forward. He felt a distinct tension in 
the quiet. The old man [old Tarwater] might have been lurking 
near, holding his breath, waiting for the baptism. His friend 
was silent as if in the felt presence, he dared not raise his 
voice . . . (p. 401). 

The devil, old Tarwater, and God in the form of the sun, resting 

"like a hand" on Bishop's head, all appear in the scene as though 

they are waiting to see whether or not Tarwater will obey his 

great-uncle's last instruction. When Tarwater first had seen the 

wood in the middle of the city, he was astonished; for it appeared 

to him unnatural that it would be there. Moreover, during the same 

morning, Tarwater had been preoccupied with his hunger and the fact 

that the city food was weakening him. His friend, the devil, had 
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warned him not to consider his hunger as a symbol: "His friend was 

adamant that he refuse to entertain hunger as a sign . . . Prophets 

did not languish in hunger but were fed from the Lord's bounty and 

the signs given them were unmistakable. His friend suggested he 

demand an unmistakable sign, not a pang of hunger or a reflection of 

himself in a store window, but an unmistakable sign, clear and 

suitable . . . fire sweeping down at his command and destroying some 

site he would point to, such as the tabernacle he had gone to spit 

on" (pp. 399-400). Finally, his friend says that his hunger is 

probably due only to worms. 

After Rayber yanks Bishop out of reach, Tarwater lingers at 

the fountain, waiting for his image to settle in the moving water: 

"Gradually it became distinct and still, gaunt and cross-shaped. 

He observed, deep in his eyes, a look of starvation. I wasn't going 

to baptize him, he said, flinging the silent words at the silent 

face. I'd drown him first. Drown him then, the face appeared to 

say" (p. 401). As the event comes to a close, the friend of Tar

water's says, "Well, that's your sign . . . the sun coming out from 

under a cloud and falling on the head of a dimwit. Something that 

could happen fifty times a day without no one being the wiser. And 

it took that schoolteacher to save you just in time . . . If you 

baptize once, you'll be doing it the rest of your life. If it's an 

idiot this time, the next time it's liable to be a nigger" (p. 401). 

Simultaneously, in the event just described, Rayber is 

reminded of his own emotional weakness; for just before Bishop finds 

the fountain, he climbs upon his father's lap for Rayber to tie his 
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shoelaces. While holding the child. Bishop's head beneath his chin, 

"his hated love gripped him and held him in a vise. He should have 

known better than to let the child onto his lap. His forehead became 

beady with sweat; he looked as if he might have been nailed to the 

bench. He knew that if he could once conquer this pain, face it and 

with a supreme effort of his will refuse to feel it, he would be a 

free man" (p. 388). 

Once again, Rayber treats his deep love as though it were 

an affliction—a pain that must by some desperate expenditure of 

stoicism be denied. Imagery of the crucifixion is attached to 

Rayber's experience, however, indicating that his suffering is in 

some way comparable to the agony of Christ. While Christ prayed, 

"0 my Father, if it be possible, let this cup pass from me: never

theless not as I will, but as thou wilt" (Matthew 26:39), Rayber 

trusts to his own willpower to conquer his agony. He believes that 

by ignoring his pain, he can save himself. 

Tarwater's hunger and his urge to baptize Bishop not only 

link him with the prophetic zeal of old Tarwater, but with the 

sacraments of the church. Sister M. Simon Nolde writes that the 

Eucharistic images in the novel identify reality as Christian and 

suggest that the Christian vocation is a call to and a quest for 

453 
life which both demands and provides nourishment. O'Connor 

herself said that the novel is about the quest for vocation and that 

"Tarwater is certainly free and meant to be; if he appears to have a 

453 
"The Violent Bear It Away: A Study in Imagery," Xavier 

University Studies, 1 (Spring 1962), 183. 
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compulsion to be a prophet, I can only insist that in this compulsion 

there is the mystery of God's will for him, and that it is not a 

compulsion in the clinical sense." W. A. Fahey considers the 

hungry-fed dichotomy as one of the chief metaphoric strands of the 

work. He supports the analyses previously made about the meaning 

of the food served in the country, saying that those hearty meals 

are balanced against the thin city-fare of Rayber's provision. More

over, Fahey says that while Tarwater's hunger symbolizes his hunger 

for the Bread of Life, Rayber nourishes his own illusion on bad 

455 
food. Numerous other scholars link the food hunger of Tarwater 

to his spiritual hunger. For example, P. Albert Duhamel says that 

the food hunger is a metaphor for something man desires but the world 

456 
cannot supply. The devil's attribution of Tarwater's hunger to 

a case of worms, as previously cited, is ironic because it is 

reminiscent of the worms of the grave which feed upon death; and 

to believe the devil is spiritual death. The devil and Rayber both 

speak of "saving" Tarwater from the act of baptism at the fountain, 

both denying the efficacy of the act. Thus in the morning's activi

ties, the Eucharist and baptism symbolically operate in combination. 

God in the guise of the sun renders the devil temporarily silent; 

but after Bishop is safely removed from the pool without baptism and 

the sun is withdrawn once more behind the clouds, the devil returns 

"On Her Own Work," Mystery and Manners, p. 116, 

" o u t of the Eater," Renascence, 20 (1967), 28. 

456 
"The Novelist," in The Added Dimension, p. 100. 
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to his defamation of the holy, saying, "Listen, . . . you have to 

quit confusing a madness with a mission. You can't spend your life 

fooling yourself this way . . ." (p. 401). 

On the following day, Rayber takes them out of the city to 

a two-story warehouse which has been converted into a lake resort, 

the Cherokee Lodge, ostensibly for a fishing excursion; but in 

reality, Rayber plans an experiment with Rayber back at Powderhead, 

only thirty miles away. He believes that taking the boy back to the 

familiar place may shock his trauma into a revelation: "His irra

tional fears and impulses would burst out and his uncle—sympathetic, 

knowing, uniquely able to understand—would be there to explain them 

to him" (p. 393). While on the outing, Rayber intends to make Tar

water understand that his urge to baptize Bishop is a kind of sickness 

and that Tarwater can help to heal himself by looking directly into 

Bishop's eye (Tarwater has evaded not only the presence of the child, 

but his acknowledgment of him through eye contact). 

The Cherokee Lodge, chosen by Rayber because it is cheap, 

is painted after the fashion of automobiles, the upper story green and 

the lower white, its front "plastered with beer and cigaret signs" 

(p. 393). The proprietress of the lodge instantly perceives a kind 

of holiness in Bishop because of his defective intellect. As they 

register, Tarwater's behavior is noticeably sullen; and when Rayber 

claims him as his child along with Bishop, Tarwater marks through 

part of Rayber's inscription on the registration card and writes, 

"Francis Marion Tarwater . . . Powderhead, Tennessee. NOT HIS SON" 

(p. 397). Meanwhile, Rayber moves upward to their rooms, leaving the 
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boys below. When Bishop attempts to touch Tarwater, Tarwater yells 

at him to "'Git away and quit bothering me'" (p. 396). The pro

prietress at once reprimands Tarwater for treating "one of those 

kind" in that manner; consequently, when Bishop sits down on the 

stairs and offers his shoelaces for Tarwater to tie, Tarwater bends 

over to perform the act before sending him on after his father. 

Tarwater's recognition of Bishop and provision of his 

needs follow the woman's acknowledgment of something mysterious about 

Bishop. She is, of course—in the custom of primitives—associating 

his mental defect with his innocence; for, within such lore, evil 

spirits do not reside in the incorruptible. Rayber has consistently 

denigrated Bishop before Tarwater, categorizing the child among 

those animals which are capable of a certain degree of training but, 

due to their inability to reason, incapable of demonstrating any real 

value. Rayber has told Tarwater to forget him; '"Just forget 

Bishop exists. You haven't been asked to have anything to do with 

him. He's just a mistake of nature. Try not even to be aware of 

him'" (p. 374). Tarwater has literally been practicing that advice; 

but the proprietress gives him an alternate commandment, "'Mind how 

you talk to one of them there, you boy!'" (p. 396). However, when 

Tarwater ties Bishop's shoelaces, the woman, confused by his kind

ness, calls to him; but something in his eyes—"something fleeing 

across the surface of them"—causes her to change her attitude from 

one of benevolence; and she says, '"Whatever devil's work you mean to 

do, don't do it here'" (p. 397). 
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The reason for Tarwater's sullen behavior upon entering the 

lodge is that he senses a trap in the visit to Cherokee Lodge; the 

lake that looks "so unused that it might only the moment before have 

been set down by four strapping angels for him to baptize the child 

in" (p. 402)—like the water fountain in the park in town—reminds 

Tarwater of his duty to baptize Bishop. His "friend," the devil, 

cautions him: "Steady . . . everywhere you go you'll find water. 

It wasn't invented yesterday. But remember: water is made for more 

than one thing . . . Don't you have to do something at last, one 

thing to prove you ain't going to do another?" (p. 402). For this 

reason, Tarwater asserts his independence by speaking defiantly to 

the proprietress, once she addresses him with harshness. 

It is as though the devil craftily uses every sacred break

through which appears within the spirit of Tarwater to turn him away 

from the holy; and at the same time, every moment of weakness in 

Rayber is a manifestation of God's grace trying to reveal itself 

within him. The conflict within Tarwater and Rayber is the same: 

Jesus or the devil, as Tarwater had tried to affirm earlier when the 

devil refuted him. Martha Stephens affirms the "Everyman" quality 

of the conflict; for, she says, O'Connor's fiction is reminiscent of 

the theme, "every man liveth so after their own pleasure and yet of 

457 
their life they be nothing sure." Furthermore, according to 

Stephens, O'Connor sets up her characters for their fall; and, 

although destruction is just around the corner, the godless go on 

The Question of Flannery O'Connor (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 1973), p. 4. 
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458 
acting as if they had their fates in their own hands. Rayber 

organizes his family's trip into the country within the vicinity of 

Powderhead in order to shock Tarwater into a cure; but by so doing 

he imperils all three of them. 

The three eat lunch "in the dark other-end of the lobby 

where the woman who ran the place served meals" (p. 402). Tarwater 

is so hungry that he consumes six barbecue sandwiches and three cans 

of beer. O'Connor writes that "he might have been preparing himself 

for a long journey or for some action that would take all his 

strength" (p. 402). After lunch, the proprietress tends Bishop while 

Rayber and Tarwater go out on the lake in a small boat. When Bishop 

follows after them on the dock, the woman draws him back to prevent 

his falling into the water. The event causes Rayber to admit to 

Tarwater that he had once tried to drown Bishop. '"Nothing ever 

happens to that kind of child,'" he says; "'in a hundred years 

people may have learned enough to put them to sleep when they're 

born'" (p. 403). Rayber confesses that his own failure of nerve 

prevented his drowning Bishop; and Tarwater responds, "'You didn't 

have the guts . . . He [old Tarwater] always told me you couldn't 

do nothing, couldn't act'" (p. 403). Immediately, Rayber takes the 

offensive and begins to accuse Tarwater of being chained to old 

Tarwater: "'I think you've got problems that you're not capable of 

solving yourself" (p. 403). Rayber lectures the boy for a long 

period of time, Tarwater remaining silent because the heavy meal 

he has consumed has sickened him. As Rayber discourses about the 

Ibid., p. 5 
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subconscious and its powers over the conscious, Tarwater shakily 

replies, "'I never came for no school lesson . . . I come to fish. 

I ain't worried what my underhead is doing. I know what I think 

when I do it and when I get ready to do it, I don't talk no words. 

I do it'" (p. 405). 

This scene is parallel in structure to the breakfast scene 

earlier described; in both events, Rayber provides commercial food 

that is not pleasing to Tarwater and attempts to manipulate his 

nephew. At the meal in Cherokee Lodge, Rayber allows Tarwater to 

drink the beer, thinking that it may loosen his tongue; instead, 

however, Rayber's tongue is the one which is loosened. On the lake, 

Tarwater implies that empty words are the substance of Rayber's 

being, while that of his own is the act. As Tarwater speaks, he 

becomes "aware of how much he had eaten. The food appeared to be 

sinking like a leaden column inside him and to be pushed back at 

the same time by the hunger it had intruded upon" (p. 405). When 

the topic turns to Bishop again, Rayber says, '"I may not have the 

guts not to become the prey of superstitions. He is what he is and 

there's nothing for him to be born into'" (p. 405). 

At the end of his harangue, Rayber charges Tarwater with 

being eaten up with false guilt; in response Tan^ater "leaned over 

the side of the boat and shuddered. The column, released, formed a 

sweetly sour circle on the water. A wave of dizziness came over 

him and then his head cleared. A ravenous emptiness raged in his 

stomach as if it had reestablished its rightful tenure" (p. 406). 

Typically, Rayber believes that his use of the word guilt has caused 
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Tarwater to react: "*God boy,*" he says, '"you need help. You 

need to be saved right here and now from the old man and everything 

he stands for. And I'm the one who can save you'" (p. 406). When 

Tarwater perceives that Rayber is not going to be silent, he strips 

off his outer clothing, pulls his hat firmly over his head, and 

dives into the lake, swimming alone back to the Lodge. After a 

while, Rayber throws Tarwater's overalls and shirt into the water 

because he has brought the town clothes along. 

As a Feeder, Rayber principally wishes to nourish Tarwater 

on his words rather than upon food; but neither the words nor the 

food he offers to Tarwater satisfies his needs. After having fasted 

all week, Tarwater is invigorated by the fresh air and the country 

atmosphere at the Lodge and is deceived into thinking he can digest 

the food. But the week's experience with Rayber has brought Tar

water no closer to digesting Rayber's philosophy, as Tarwater's 

abandonment of Rayber implies. At supper that evening, Rayber 

attempts to force feed another helping of his philosophy upon Tar

water while the three are served hamburgers in the Lodge. Tarwater 

looks at his hamburger as if it had bad meat in it; and although he 

tries to lift it to his mouth, he is unsuccessful. He eats nothing 

while Rayber explains the emptiness of the rite of baptism once 

again, while he instructs Tarwater on how to be born again through 

his o;>m intelligence, and while he tells Tarwater how he can pull 

up the roots of old Tarwater's seed within him once and for all. 

By the time that Rayber concludes his lecture, he feels an extreme 

loathing for his nephew. Once again, the pattern established at the 
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breakfast is recapitulated: bad food and inferior advice are the 

offerings of Rayber to Tarwater. While the first meal was accompanied 

by a mutually intimidating dialogue, the other meals' accompanying 

discussions gradually evolve into monologues so that in this meal, 

the finale of Tarwater's drama of urban feeding, Tarwater is virtually 

silent. When he speaks, he affirms his ability to act and denies that 

he is anything like Rayber: '"It's nothing about me like you'" 

(p. 418). Tarwater prides himself on his ability to act; whereas 

Rayber's self-respect resides in his intellect, his "guts" in his 

"head" (p. 405). 

While O'Connor's depiction of the violence in old Tarwater 

is likened to that of the Old Testament God of Wrath, her depiction 

of Rayber's religion of social science marks him as an arch-

villain, not only because he regards Christ as "an offense and 

459 

scandal" to his rationale but chiefly because he denies the possi

bility of a spiritual realm. A juxtaposition of what is super

ficially represented by a Mason Tarwater and a George Rayber, as far 

as desirability is concerned, is tantamount to a juxtaposition of 

two negatives. Louis D. Rubin, Jr., writes that "the only alterna

tive to a God of Wrath is a God of Love, but so savagely does 

Miss O'Connor satirize Rayber the rationalist that we have difficulty 

in seeing his rationalism as the barrier which, erected in defense 

p. 434, 

459 
Drake, "The Paradigm of Flannery O'Connor's True Country," 
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against the Wrath, keeps out the God of Love." Rubin's assess

ment is valid; for historically the God of Love as demonstrated by 

the life of Jesus Christ in the New Testament followed Jehovah, the 

forger of ragged prophets in the wilderness. But O'Connor means 

exactly what Rubin says: the rationalistic tenor of the age, which 

is represented by Rayber, is a vast collective of the trappings and 

ideology of technology; and it is an obstruction to the God of 

Love. More accurately, O'Connor suggests that the collective mani

festations of technology are a substitute for the God of Love. 

Francis Tarwater would say, "It's Jesus or the devil," and Rayber 

would say along with the devil, "It's Jesus or you"; but O'Connor 

seems to be saying in the novel, "It's Jehovah or the devil." 

Neither of O'Connor's profferings—Jehovah or the devil—is 

palatable on the surface, nor is it meant to be. As an ironist, 

O'Connor shocks her audience into the truth; moreover, she suggests 

as much about the reality of existence by what she leaves out of as 

what she puts into her fiction. What the world needs is Jesus, 

O'Connor's works affirm, as in this novel; but Jesus is not what 

the v7orld (in the collective sense—the mass) wants. 

Rubin perceives in Rayber's fear and distrust of love his 

461 

abhorrence of Tarwater's fanaticism. Because Rayber has con

structed for himself "a wall of scientific detachment and objective 

"Flannery O'Connor and the Bible Belt," in The Curious 
Death of the Novel; Essays in American Literature (Baton Rouge; 
Louisiana State University Press, 1967), pp. 258-59. 

461 
Ibid., p. 252. 
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rationality" for protection, he is unable to aid Tarwater at the 

moment he is ready to accept help, after the sermon of Lucette. 

As previously described, the sincerity of Lucette*s words, especially 

when she speaks of God as love ("'Jesus is the word of God and Jesus 

is love . . . I want to tell you people the story of the world, how 

it never known when love come, so when love comes again, you'll be 

ready'" [p. 382]) softens Tarwater. Hungry for the Bread of Life, 

he looks to Rayber to provide him something that will satisfy his 

hunger. Rubin believes that had Rayber been gentle and loving at 

that instant, he might have been able to substitute in Tarwater a 

reliance upon a God of Love, and Tarwater could have been helped; 

also had the proprietress of the lodge been kind to Tarwater after he 

was kind to Bishop (in tying his shoelaces), he could have been 

helped. Rubin says that without love the needs of the soul are 

463 
capable of being met only by wrath and violence. Therefore, 

because hostility and distrust instead of love are extended to Tar

water by Rayber and the proprietress when Tarwater is most receptive 

to love, he remains a hungry and tortured soul. Browning, consider

ing Rayber's rationality to be as fanatic as the religious fanaticism 

of old Tart-̂ ater, observes that Rayber's fanatic rationality has done 

464 
more to scar his life than to save it. Therefore, as Browning 

sees it, the conflict in Tarwater is between "the creative, live-giving 

^^^Ibid. '^^^Ibid., pp. 254-55. 

464 
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emotion of love [which he seeks] and the destructive, death-bringing 

465 
emotion of hatred and violence." 

Because Tarwater has no other models to examine other than 

those represented by his uncles, he will choose one or the other to 

emulate; or so the novel implies, as will be considered shortly. 

Tarwater at fourteen and Rayber at fourteen have essentially the same 

options; for Rayber's father was already converted to business, which 

is but one of the extensions of the industrial and technological 

society. The profit motive had made him an absentee father-husband; 

and her labor-saving devices and the availability of a surrogate 

mother in the form of Luella Munson had freed Mrs. Rayber from 

mothering and housework so that she could sip alcohol and read 

paper-backs from the drugstore. The urban culture with its profit-

motive, consumer habits generated by mass media advertising, and its 

love of leisure is fairly represented in the novel; taken all 

together, the various facets of the urban culture are both ration

alistic and nihilistic. Neither the ideology nor the food of the 

secular urban culture satisfies the hunger of Tarwater; in fact, the 

food taken in large proportions sickens him. Thus considered, 

Rayber is a surrogate Feeder who denies the basic requirement of the 

traditional Feeder, that of serving wholesome food that nourishes 

the body; but in so doing, he is emulating the patterns of his own 

parents. 

^^^Ibid., p. 97. 



CHAPTER XIII 

THE MOVEMENT AWAY FROM AGRARIAN FOLKWAYS: 

THE FEEDER IN A TECHNOLOGICAL AGE 

The rationalism that Rayber turns to as his personal religion 

gradually fails him; as the week progresses, Rayber moves from a peak 

of enthusiasm and joyful anticipation with regard to what he can do 

for Tarwater into a period in which he would like to awaken one 

morning to find the boy gone, and finally into a period in which he 

feels a distinct loathing for Tarwater as he fears that the boy will 

always be with him. At Cherokee Lodge, Rayber indicates to the 

proprietress that he has two problems, thereby equating Tarwater with 

Bishop (p. 395). O'Connor thus mocks the ability of social scientists 

alone to solve the problems of the technological age as she uses 

Rayber and Bernice Bishop for examples of problem-solvers. Rayber's 

first experiment ends in destruction of life; and Bernice runs away 

from the problem of Bishop although, as her child, he is her personal 

responsibility. In addition, after only six days with Tarwater, 

Rayber begins to consider how he might rid himself of the boy whom 

he cannot reshape according to his design. 

It is with some relief then that in the afternoon Rayber 

finds Tarwater unwilling to go on a drive with him and Bishop. They 

leave Tarwater behind at the Lodge in an act which symbolizes the 

300 
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destruction of the bonds among the family: ties that once were firm 

and uniting have been destroyed and the members of family units 

separated and dissociated from one another. According to Marion 

Montgomery, the relationships within families of O'Connor's fiction 

are evidence of the decay of the natural institution of the family; 

furthermore, the juxtaposition of the human family with the mystery 

of God's gift of His Son is O'Connor's attempt to turn children and 

466 
parents "to each other in a family larger than the natural." The 

juxtaposition simultaneously indicates that a spiritual displacement 

has occurred along with the physical one. The destruction of the 

family is accompanied by the loss of love, the mysterious power of 

which serves as a bonding agent among individuals: for love is both 

forgiving and accepting, qualities necessary for the continuation of 

family and societal harmony. However, although love has been for

feited, O'Connor implies that it may be recovered through grace in 

a pursuit of Christ. 

The afternoon excursion of Rayber and Bishop is a cyclical 

journey in which they move away from the realm of the city or a 

technological milieu into the natural world that yet contains evi

dence of the previous agrarian society and back again to the urban 

realm. The vehicle for the journey is the automobile, and the high

way its province. On the drive into the countryside, Rayber 

experiences "a sinister pull on his consciousness, the familiar 

/i66 
"Flannery O'Connor's Territorial Center," Critique, 2, 

No. 3 (1969), 6 

467 
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undertow of expectation, as if he were still a child waiting on 

Christ" (p. 411); soon he discovers that they are within the environs 

of Powderhead itself. When the road runs out, he and Bishop are 

obliged to leave the mechanical vehicle that has carried them from 

the city; and Rayber recognizes the dirt road as that upon which 

"he had ridden . . . backwards" with his uncle in a wagon, drawn 

by a mule and driven by a Negro: "They had ridden, their feet 

dangling from the back of the wagon. He [Rayber] had leaned over 

most of the way, watching the mule's hoofprints in the dust as they 

rolled over them" (p. 411). Even when a child of seven, Rayber had 

been carried backward in time, as it were, into the world of Powder

head, imperfect but connected to the realm of the supernatural 

because it retained the natural. While Robert McCown's view of 

Powderhead as a Garden of Eden, as previously described (in chapter 

eleven), may be questionable, Powderhead is all that remains of Eden. 

Contrasted with the secular city, which is likened to a Babylon and 

468 
the abode of sinners in need of a prophet, Powderhead partakes of 

nature's glory, simplicity, and order. There, when Rayber was a 

child, he had found contentment. 

When Rayber and Bishop leave the automobile for the path, 

they pass by a number of blackberry bushes; and Rayber picks a black

berry to hand to his child: "The little boy studied it and then, 

with his fallen smile, returned it to him as if they were performing 

a ceremony. Rayber flung it away and turned to find the trail through 

A z: o 

"The Education of a Prophet," p. 74. 
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the woods" (p. 411). According to Orvell Miles, Bishop perceives 

the exchange of the berry as an occasion for a "ceremony of inno-

,469 
cence." Not only does Bishop admire nature but he also reverences 

it; however, the phrase "his fallen smile" indicates that he is a 

creature of a fallen world in which the bonds of nature and man have 

been weakened, if not destroyed. Rayber's flinging the blackberry 

away is symbolic of his disregard for nature, a realm which appears 

among the innocent to be emblematic of the holy. In contrast to his 

father. Bishop is overawed within the wood; "Bishop could barely 

walk for gaping. He lifted his face to stare open-mouthed above him 

as if he were in some vast overwhelming edifice . . . Somewhere 

below . . .out of the silence a bird sounded four crystal notes. 

The child stopped, his breath held" (p. 412). Clearly, the wood is 

equated by O'Connor—as by other American artists like Cooper, 

Bryant, Emerson, Thoreau—with a sanctuary. 

When Rayber had first visited the area overlooking Powder

head, he had partaken of the awe of Bishop; for when his uncle had 

shown him the view from the wood, "his heart had expanded unbelievably" 

(p. 412). As an adult viewing the same scene, however, he undergoes 

a sense of loss: "A dreaded sense of loss came over him." The word 

dreaded indicates foreknowledge, relating Rayber to the second time 

he had visited the site—at fourteen, when he had come to deny all 

that old Tan>fater and Powderhead represented. Then he had shouted 

at Tarwater, "'You're crazy, . . . you're a liar, you have a head full 

469 
Invisible Parade, p. 107 
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of crap, you belong in the nut house!'" (p. 413). On that day, Rayber 

"had turned and run, carrying away nothing but the registered change 

in the old man's expression, the sudden drop into some mysterious 

misery, which afterwards he had never been able to get out of his 

mind" (p. 413). 

Rayber's feeling again what he previously felt at fourteen— 

an awareness of something of merit gone out of his life and some 

"mysterious misery" come in—marks him as potentially capable of 

redemption; but the blackberry flung away in the ceremony of inno

cence indicates the unlikelihood of his achieving redemption. 

Indeed, in the woods again after the passing years, Rayber 

has developed both physical and spiritual myopia; rather than 

beholding the glory of the trees in their natural beauty and rela

tionship with the eternal as they "stood rising above him, majestic 

and aloof, as if they belonged to an order that had never budged 

from its first allegiance in the days of creation" (p. 412), he 

considers that the trees belong to him, following his uncle's death, 

and quickly reduces "the whole wood in probable board feet into a 

college education for the boy" (p. 412). And in so doing, Rayber's 

"spirits lifted" (p. 412). Rather than perceiving the trees as a 

reflection of the holy, he perceives in them only a specific cash 

return. In doing so, Rayber's determination to educate Tarwater 

into his own form of salvation is renewed, his spiritual uplifting 

being derived from the thought of the cash to be acquired by the 

destruction of the wood and the consequent education—a secular. 

Godless one—that he can purchase for Tar\>7ater. Rayber's spirit is 
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thus demonstrated to be acquisitive, possessive, and destructive. 

Rayber himself represents the unholy, a potential destroyer of the 

sacred. 

In contrast to his father, however. Bishop is developed in 

the same scenes as a holy saint; for he participates in the beauty 

of the sights and sounds of nature, breathlessly admiring them and 

tugging at his father's hand in order to be lifted up higher for a 

more expansive view: "Absently he [Rayber] picked him up and held 

him in the fork of the tree and let him look out . . . The little boy 

turned his head after a moment and gazed instead at him. A dreaded 

sense of loss came over him" (p. 413). The sight of the burned out 

house in Powderhead beneath them is emblematic of the forfeited sense 

of awe that Rayber had once known in the same place. His understand

ing of his losses forces him to turn Bishop and himself abruptly back 

toward the Lodge. 

On the way back, Rayber stops the automobile at a highway 

service station for gasoline; connected to the station is a gaudy 

gift store described as "pink stucco" in which "pottery and whirli

gigs were sold," where Rayber's "eye roved over a shelf of false 

hands, imitation buck teeth, boxes of simulated dog dung to put on 

the rug, wooden plaques with cynical mottos burnt on them. Finally 

he saw a combination corkscrew-bottleopener that fit in the palm of 

the hand" (pp. 413-14). Rayber buys the bottleopener for Tarwater 

as a "peace offering." It is characteristic of the desacralized 

Ibid. 
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culture to which Rayber belongs that after his hasty departure from 

the awesome wood, he would stop at the tawdry shop to purchase a 

trivial piece of merchandise for Tarwater. The cataloguing of 

objects for sale implies "without undue sentimental or romantic 

regret that paradise is not of this world." Indeed, as Carter 

Martin observes, the list of vulgar articles is indicative of the 

actual horror and ugliness of the present age. That mankind even 

conceives of the variety of banal amusements offered for sale in 

the roadside store, let alone purchases them, is absurd. Perhaps 

it is to Rayber's credit that he selects a mechanical object intended 

for a utilitarian purpose as a gift rather than another object; yet 

the selection indicates Rayber's affinity for the mechanical, an 

affinity previously reflected in his regard for the automobile and 

the airplane. The purchase also identifies Rayber as a member of 

the league of cheerful consumers. The most pertinent fact about 

the purchase, however, is that Rayber intends to use it as a peace-

offering; in that respect, the gift is identifiable as a substitute 

for something previously withheld. Rayber is like parents of the 

present culture who offer merchandise to their children in lieu of 

more costly offerings, such as time, guidance, encouragement, love. 

Rayber's return to the province of the automobile brings 

him full circle in the afternoon's odyssey, back to his familiar 

world—the world of scientific marvels and engineering expertise as 

represented in the filling station-gift shop. Moreover, the 

471 
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afternoon journey, which begins with Rayber feeling "a sinister 

pull . . . as if he were a child waiting on Christ" ends in the same 

way that the "barefoot Calvary" journey in the night earlier in the 

week ends. In both, a display of innocence and the sacred is 

rejected by Rayber as he respectively hurries away from the wood and 

disconnects the hearing aid outside the tabernacle. Bishop's gazing 

into his father's face is a silent reading whereas Lucette's is a 

dramatic verbal reading of "a damned soul before my [that of Lucette] 

eye." 

Not only does the afternoon journey into the backwoods 

demonstrate the spiritual movement but also the social movement away 

from the agrarian folk ways. Old Tarwater was one of a remnant of 

those sturdy independent folk who lived in harmony with the soil 

when he first brought Rayber to visit Powderhead over thirty years 

before, riding backwards behind the mule. By the time that young 

Tarwater visits the nearby city with his great-uncle, the population 

is over 75,000; and Tarwater wants to stop everyone on the streets 

to shake hands and introduce himself, "to say his name was F. M. 

Tarwater and that he was here only for the day to accompany his 

uncle on business at a lawyers" (p. 318). Tarwater expects to find 

a sense of community among the city dwellers like that in the 

environs of Powderhead, namely in the country store. But "he 

observed that their eyes didn't grab at you like the eyes of country 

people. Several people bumped into him and this contact that should 

have made an acquaintance for life, made nothing because the hulks 

shoved on with ducked heads and muttered apologies that he would have 
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accepted if they had waited. Then he had realized, almost without 

warning, that this place was evil—the ducked heads, the muttered 

words, the hastening away. He saw in a burst of light that these 

people were hastening away from the Lord God Almighty" (pp. 318-19). 

In his tenderness, Tarwater is displeased that his great-uncle is 

willing to ignore the evil there in favor of doing his own business: 

"'What kind of prophet are you? . . . Elijah would think a heap of 

you,'" he scolds (p. 319). 

The civil organization as represented in the city during 

Tarwater's childhood reveals the loss of individuality and sense of 

community at the same time that it displays the self-consciousness 

and haste of urban humanity. Tarwater proclaims its condition as 

evil and, in its movement away from God, in need of a prophet to 

enlighten its people. Rayber and Bishop, representatives of that 

same urban culture, in viewing the shambles of the destroyed cabin 

at Powderhead, view almost all that remains of the agrarian folk 

society. Only a Negro family remains in the immediate vicinity. 

Moreover, old Tarwater, as representative of the agrarian 

society that remains in his lifetime, is affected adversely by the 

alteration of his way of life. Possibly the changes which he wit

nesses during the passage of time account for the violent nature of 

his religion; passionately opposed to a godless society, his business 

is a personal one: to save his family. Sensitive to his failures, 

however, he admits that he may have contributed to Rayber's godless 

ways: "There were moments when the thought that he might have 

helped the nephew on to his new course himself became so heavy in the 
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old man that he would stop telling the story to Tarwater, stop and 

stare in front of him as if he were looking into a pit which had 

opened up before his feet" (p. 307). Old Tarwater marks the point 

in Rayber's life at which Rayber finally rejects Tarwater's baptism 

and teachings as the day when Tarwater shoots him in order to pre

serve his great-nephew. Thus, Tarwater fears the effects of his own 

violence; but he lacks workable alternatives to his "one notion" 

faith. The violent measures that he undertakes—the "kidnapping," 

first of Rayber and later of Tarwater; the wounding of Rayber in 

order to achieve the guardianship of Tarwater; and the training of 

Tarwater to feign idiocy in order to avoid public education—are 

means to a divine end, the establishment of a moral order within 

the human community. 

Rayber's afternoon odyssey is sandwiched between the two 

feeding scenes previously described, the luncheon during which 

Tarwater overeats and the supper at which he eats nothing. The 

two meals provide an appropriate frame for the journey; for they 

confirm the fact that Rayber's contact with the holy, as manifested 

in the wood, leaves him unchanged. Although he is weary of his 

project with Tanv^ater, the consideration of acquiring funding for 

a college education for the boy renews his industry. Instead of 

returning renewed in spirit, Rayber is merely reaffirmed in his old 

scheme. Therefore, he presses Tarwater at supper to be born again 

through his own intelligence. 

As of Rayber's earlier lecture upon the lake, Tarwater 

at supper tires of his uncle's insistency; and, after affirming his 
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own individuality, he leaves the table. Bishop immediately follows 

him out the screen door of the lodge, Rayber following a few paces 

behind them in the evening's stillness and watching "the two figures, 

hatted and somehow ancient, bound together by some necessity of 

nerve that excluded him" (p. 419). 

The hats of both Tarwaters are frequently alluded to in the 

novel; according to Sister Feeley, they are s3niibols of the prophet's 

472 
mission. As a child Tarwater loses his hat in the city; and in 

the last portion of the novel, the hat is taken by the personified 

devil who rapes him. Possibly the reference to Bishop's hat along 

with that of Tarwater is meant to connect the two in a divine 

mission; for Tarwater's first task as a prophet, he has understood 

for himself, will be Bishop's baptism. 

As the two cousins walk together on the dock, nature 

surrounding them is transformed: "The sky was a bright pink, casting 

such a weird light that every color was intensified. Each weed that 

grew out of the gravel looked like a live green nerve. The world 

might have been shedding its skin" (p. 419). Louise Blackwell 

suggests that O'Connor's natural descriptions lead right away to the 

supernatural. In the scene under scrutiny, the physical realm 

appears to be stripped away in order to reveal the inner life of 

the universe, the holiness within created matter. Moreover, the 

472 
"Thematic Imagery in the Fiction of Flannery O'Connor," 

Southern Humanities Review, 3 (1968), 23-24. 
473 

"Humor and Irony in the Works of Flannery O'Connor," 
Recherches Anglaises et Am6ricaines, 4 (1971), 63. 
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word nerve used with the cousins and with the setting connect all to 

God. But Rayber is oblivious to the hierophany as he is at work 

analyzing the action of Tarwater and deducing a profane motivation 

in Tarwater's acceptance of Bishop as a companion—that Tarwater 

intends to make a slave of Bishop. As Rayber watches the two figures, 

"it seemed . . . that it was Bishop who was doing the leading, that 

the child had made the capture. He thought with a grim pleasure 

that sooner or later the boy's confidence in his own judgment would 

be brought low" (p. 419). 

Rayber's pride as demonstrated in this scene is like that 

demonstrated earlier in the day when he thought that the beer might 

loosen Tarwater's tongue, but instead his own tongue was loosened. 

As Rayber explores the reasons for Tarwater's behavior, he imposes 

upon Tarxv̂ ater what might have been his own motivations; for he 

desires the control and manipulation of others' lives, and the 

destruction of Tar\«7ater's independence in order that he may master 

Tarwater. Rayber believes Tarwater's confidence will be leveled; 

but, as shall be seen directly, Rayber is the one whose confidence is 

brought low. 

Rayber permits Tarwater to take Bishop out on the lake 

alone because of his oxm. weariness; for he "wanted nothing so much 

as a half hour to himself, without sight of either of them" 

(p. 419). According to Robert McCown, the lake—which had appeared 

to Tarwater "so unused that it might only the moment before have 

been set down by four strapping angels for him to baptize the child 



312 

474 
in"—is a baptismal fount. The atmosphere is indeed charged 

with the sacred as Tarwater and Bishop board the little boat: "Part 

of a red globe hung almost motionless in the far side of the lake as 

if it were the other end of the elongated sun cut through the middle 

by a swath of forest. Pink and salmon-colored clouds floated in 

the water at different depths" (p. 419). The boat is in contact 

with the water, infused with the reflection of the sun; consequently, 

the water may be taken as holy. As the boys depart, Rayber inquires, 

"'You'll look after him?'" and Tarwater replies, '"I'll tend to 

him'" (p. 420). 

While Rayber rests in his room, he considers his alterna

tives with Tarwater; at one point he looks out the window upon the 

lake where "the boat with the two of them in it was near the middle 

. . . almost still. They were sitting there facing each other . . . 

They seemed to be held still in some magnetic field of attraction" 

(p. 420). Rayber himself "sensed that he waited for a cataclysm" 

like that which he sensed as a child, waiting for the city to 

blossom into an eternal Powderhead. After napping a short interval, 

he sees "the moon travelling toward the middle of the window . . . 

as if it were a face looking in on him, a pale messenger breath

lessly arrived" (p. 422). When he turns on his hearing aid, "the 

machine made the sounds seem to come from inside him as if some

thing in him were tearing itself free. He clenched his teeth. The 

muscles in his face contracted and revealed lines of pain beneath 

harder than bone. He set his jaw. No cry must escape him" (p. 422). 

" T h e Education of a Prophet," p. 75. 
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At the moment, Tarwater is in fact drowning Bishop and 

involuntarily pronouncing the words of baptism upon him. Summer J. 

Ferris has observed that Rayber's passivity has done violence to 

Bishop's soul; but Tarwater's violence thrusts him into the kingdom 

475 
of heaven. The cataclysm for which Rayber as a child had waited 

has failed to materialize, perhaps because he, and others like him 

in the city, ceases to believe in its possibility. Tarwater's act 

on the lake, however, removes Bishop from the loveless city which 

is his home and places him in the new Jerusalem, his true city. At 

the same time, the act strips from Rayber any residual vestige of 

grace; his child, created so that he would be oblivious to the 

profane, is Rayber's last holy connection. 

Afterwards, Rayber stands "waiting for the raging pain, the 

intolerable hurt that was his due, to begin, so that he could 

ignore it, but he continued to feel nothing. He stood light-headed 

at the window and it was not until he realized there would be no 

pain that he collapsed" (p. 423). Ferris comments that Rayber has 

created a hell for himself through his denial of the love he feels 

for Bishop, and that his hell is deprived of both torment and 

grace. His anesthesiation of his feelings (removing his "guts" 

to his head) is a costly venture; for while he has expected that "to 

477 
feel nothing was peace" (p. 421), he discovers that it is horror. 

Orvell Miles believes that Rayber's collapse may preclude a 

" T h e Outside and Inside: Flannery p'Connor's The Violent 
Bear It Away," Critique, 3, No. 12 (Winter-Spring 1960), 17. 

^^^Ibid., p. 16. ^^^Miles, p. 110. 
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spiritual renewal because it comes as a reaction to a feeling, the 

478 

failure to feel pain; but Miles stands alone in his interpre

tation as far as the sources considered for this study indicate. 

The consensus is that while O'Connor writes as a Christian 

479 
artist to call the wicked to repentance, she is cognizant of the 

fact that not everyone called responds to the calling. Moreover, 

some say No to the calling. Rayber is interpreted as one of those 

who reject the possibility of grace altogether; therefore, he is 

"full of nothing—a hollow man." Old Tarwater had perceived in 

him that nothingness on the day he shot Rayber: "He recalled for 

the boy's benefit the nephew's expression of outraged righteousness, 

a look that had so infuriated him that he had raised the gun 

slightly higher and shot him again, this time taking a wedge out of 

his right ear. The second shot flushed the righteousness off his 

face and left it blank and white, revealing that there was nothing 

underneath it, revealing, the old man sometimes admitted, his own 

failure as well . . . " (p. 307). 

Rayber is developed consistently throughout the novel as 

a citizen of the secular civil organization that exists in twentieth 

century America; he is a believer in the possibility of the creation 

of good and happy human beings through the mere knowledge of science 

and the skill of scientists and technologists. He denies the wis

dom of the past that old Tarwater so passionately attempts to have 

Ibid. 

479 
Drake, Flannery 0 Connor; A Critical Essay, p. 15. 

^80^ ^ ,^ ,c, 
Sonnenfeld, p. 451. 
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him know; and as a Feeder of young Tarwater, Rayber attempts to 

deny the efficacy of old Tarwater's years of nourishment. The 

feeding patterns significantly inform the relationships of Rayber 

and old Tarwater with their young nephew, indicating that just as 

the commercially-prepared foods of the city leave Tarwater hungry 

or sicken him, and as the plain food produced and served in Powder

head fills and nourishes him, the philosophy of the civil organiza

tion denies him the spiritual satisfaction afforded by the religion 

of the agrarian folk culture. Rooted as he is in the agrarian folk 

culture, old Tarwater perceives his family history in the context 

of time; and although he is in Rayber's words "a type that is 

almost extinct," he is a whole being, a man of principle determined 

to act within the context of his history. Rayber, on the other 

hand, is severed from a sense of time, family, and history; he 

cannot act because he has nothing of the past accumulations of time 

within him upon which to act. For these reasons, Rayber comes to 

reject the premises Tarwater makes during their four days together. 

Old Tarwater, however, has charge of his great-nephew almost four

teen years, a span of time in which he attempts to transfer to 

Tarwater his beliefs; and although Tarwater wishes to believe that 

his great-uncle's seed "fell on rock and the wind carried it away" 

(p. 416), it is planted deep within him. The misfortune is that 

both Tar\jaters respond to their faith in violent action. But that 

they do so is understandable. 

Wendell Berry, considering the dislocation of mankind in an 

urban society and the discontinuity resulting from the dissolution 
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of the partnership of man and the earth, admits that the age appears 

to be extraordinary. He says that 

the most destructive of ideas is that extraordinary times 
justify extraordinary measures. This is the ultimate relativism, 
and we are hearing it from all sides. The young, the poor, the 
colored races, the Constitution, the nation, traditional values, 
sexual morality, religious faith. Western civilization, the 
economy, the environment, the world are all now threatened with 
destruction . . . therefore let us deal with our enemies by 
whatever means are handiest and most direct; in view of our high 
aims history will justify and forgive. Thus the violent have 
always rationalized their violence.^81 

But, as Berry points out, all times are the same in the sense that 

everything mortal is threatened with extinction. Violent methods 

produce a violent end, and the fact that old Tarwater fails to 

recognize that truth marks him as a modern prophet rather than an 

ancient one, thereby giving him just cause for remorse when he 

considers his possible contribution to Rayber's "new course." But 

like prophets of old, his vision of the end is only partial. 

Young Tarwater's simultaneous drowning and baptism of Bishop 

achieves the ambition of both uncles; but Tarwater assures himself 

that the words he has pronounced are meaningless: "'The words just 

come out of themselves but it don't mean nothing'" (p. 428). 

Believing himself free of his career as a prophet, he hitches a 

ride with a trucker and starts home: "'I shouldn't never have left 

it except I had to prove I wasn't no prophet and I've proved it 

. . . Now all I have to do is mind my own bidnis until I die. I 

don't have to baptize or prophesy'" (p. 428). 

"Discipline and Hope," in A Continuous Harmony: Essays 
Cultural and Agricultural (New York; Harcourt, 1972), p. 167. 
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His journey homeward is a tortuous experience. Wracked by 

hunger pains that he does not wish to think about because they 

remind him of the bread of life, he attempts to eat part of a sand

wich given him by the trucker; but his stomach refuses to allow him 

to taste it. Once, after he leaves the trucker and walks along the 

highway, "he became more and more thirsty and his hunger and thirst 

combined in a pain that shot up and down him and across from shoulder 

to shoulder" (p. 435). Thus he is yet marked with the sign of the 

cross by the demands of his own nature, despite the fact that he is 

insisting upon his own freedom. 

When he eventually gains the region of the country store, 

he remembers that he has a nickel with which to buy a drink; but 

when he arrives, the woman who runs the store, having heard of his 

"shaming the dead," refuses to serve him: "They [her eyes] were 

fixed on him with a black penetration. There was all knowledge in 

her stony face and the fold of her arms indicated a judgment fixed 

from the foundations of time. Huge wings might have been folded 

behind her without seeming strange" (p. 437). The woman quizzes him 

about his identity and purpose: "'And who is going to hire out a 

boy who burns down houses? . . . And shames the dead? . . . And 

scorns the Resurrection and the Life?'" (p. 437). Tarwater shocks 

himself when he hears an obscenity come from his mouth; "The boy's 

mind was too fierce to brook impurities of such a nature. He was 

intolerant of unspiritual evils and with those of the flesh he had 

never truckled. He felt his victory sullied by the remark that had 

come from his mouth" (p. 438). 
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Josephine Hendin comments that all that Tarwater achieves 

by the murder of Bishop (meant to kill his attachment to old Tar-

482 
water) is a perverse sexual growth; but Tarwater is sensitive to 

his perversity in speaking to the woman as he does. He has been 

reared better; in the agrarian code of behavior, good manners indi

cate good breeding. His involuntary breaking of the code upsets 

him and decreases his sense of independence. Desmond interprets 

Tarwater's inability to control his words (at the baptism and at 

the country store) as symbolic of his dissociation; first God's 

483 
words and then the devil's possess his voice. Browning believes 

that self-deception leads to the alienation of one from himself, 

484 
others, and from God. It would appear that Tarwater's delusion 

that he is merely acting out Rayber's words by drowning Bishop is 

given concrete affirmation in his utterance of the words of baptism 

which he cannot control; and his spoken obscenity in reply to the 

woman marks him in error when he considers himself free to mind his 

own business. 

After leaving the country-store, Tarwater accepts a ride with 

the previously described young man, who is the incarnation of the 

devil, trapped out in the fashion of the magazine advertisements 

and driving a lavender and cream-colored car, the colors of perverted 

royalty and innocence. Just before the devil drives up, Tarwater's 

482 
The World of Flannery O'Connor (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1970), p. 59. 
483 

"The Mystery of the Word and the Act," p. 346. 
484 

Flannery O'Connor, p. 70. 
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hunger and thirst have extended to a hunger "for companionship as 

much as food and water" (p. 438), an indication of the extremity 

of his reaction to the woman's rejection of him in the country-

store that is so familiar to him. The devil soon offers Tarwater 

a cigarette and a drink from a flat bottle of whiskey lying inside 

the glove com.partment. Tarwater remembers the warnings of old 

Tarwater regarding riding with strangers and accepting poisonous 

liquor; but he rejects the warnings as foolish, even assisting the 

devil in his own debasement by producing the corkscrew-bottleopener 

to enable himself to drink. "'It's better than the Bread of Life!'" 

(p. 440) he states, even while he grows dizzy. Both the cigarette 

and the liquor have been drugged; and as soon as Tarwater passes out, 

the man drives the car onto a country road near the edge of the 

woods and stops it. He carries Tarwater into the wood, and after a 

time emerges, "his delicate skin [having] acquired a faint pink tint 

as if he had refreshed himself upon blood" (p. 441). Shinn inter

prets the perverted rape upon Tarwater as a devilish substitution 

for the Body, Blood, and Charity of Christ with which his life 

should be imbued. 

When Tarwater awakens in his naked state and realizes what 

has occurred, he burns the area, "every spot the stranger could 

have touched" (p. 442). The devil has taken both his hat and the 

corkscrew-bottleopener as talismans of his mastery over Tarwater; 

it is a mastery he obviously has been seeking since he first 

485 
"Flannery O'Connor and the Violence of Grace," p. 70. 
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appeared to Tarwater at the breakfast table when old Tarwater died. 

His taking of the "prophet" hat and the "peace offering" indicate 

that he has been successful where both uncles have failed. 

Carter Martin observes that Tarwater considers sin only an 

intellectual premise until he has been defiled by the devil; how

ever, the assault upon his body by the perverse instructs him in a 

violent way about the nature of the world. As a consequence, Tar

water acknowledges his own defilement and fallen nature, and he 

knows that he requires God's mercy. Furthermore, he "knew that 

his destiny forced him on to a final revelation. His scorched 

eyes no longer looked hollow or as if they were meant only to guide 

him forward. They looked as if, touched with a coal like the lips 

of the prophet, they would never be used for ordinary sights again" 

(p. 442). 

When Tarwater pauses in sight of the burned-out cabin, he 

hears the familiar voice of his guide for the week: "Go down and 

take it . . . It's ours. We've won it. Ever since you first begun 

to dig the grave, I've stood by you, never left your side . . . 

You're not ever going to be alone again" (p. 444). Tarwater sets 

afire the area where he hears the voice, purging the area thoroughly 

as he continues moving toward Powderhead. Tarwater's purgation of 

the region where he is assaulted and the region where he is tempted 

indicate that at last he knows his enemy and will attempt to prevent 

487 
a recurrence of his contamination. 

Martin, p. 127. Miles, p. 113. 
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As Tarwater draws closer to his home, "his hunger constricted 

him anew. It appeared to be outside him, surrounding him, almost 

as if it were visible before him, something he could reach out for 

and not quite touch" (p. 445). When he spie^ Buford Munson in the 

area near the stall that remains on the land, he begins to run 

toward him: "He would go home with him and eat" (p. 445). But the 

thought of food produces a nausea in him once again because he 

simultaneously recalls the half-dug grave beneath the fig tree, the 

unfinished task, and the cremation of his great-uncle in the burning 

cabin. However, at the spot beside the fig tree, instead of the 

half-dug hole, he finds a freshly mounded grave with a dark rough 

cross at its head. I^ile he hears Munson explain that he had 

finished the burial while Tarwater slept off his drunkenness, Tar

water's eyes "stared downward at the cross as if they followed 

below the surface of the earth to where its roots encircled all the 

dead" (p. 446). At once, the atmosphere is charged with "a pressure 

too great to bear," frightening Munson away on his mule; but Tar

water perceives the field that Munson crosses as 

no longer empty but peopled with a multitude. Everywhere, he 
saw dim figures seated on the slope and as he gazed he saw 
that from a single basket the throng was being fed. His eyes 
searched the crowd for a long time as if he could not find the 
one he was looking for. Then he saw him. The old man was 
lowering himself to the ground. When he was down and his bulk 
had settled, he leaned forward, his face turned toward the 
basket, impatiently following its progress toward him. The 
boy too leaned forward, aware at last of the object of his 
hunger, aware that it was the same as the old man's and that 
nothing on earth would fill him. His hunger was so great that 
he could have eaten all the loaves and fishes after they were 
multiplied . . . He felt his hunger no longer as a pain but as 
a tide. He felt it rising in himself through time and darkness, 
rising through the centuries, and he knew that it rose in a line 
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of men whose lives were chosen to sustain it, who would wander 
in the world, strangers from that violent country where the 
silence is never broken except to shout the truth (pp. 446-47). 

As he continues to watch, Tarwater's vision extends into the treeline 

where "a red-gold tree of fire ascended as if it would consume the 

darkness in one tremendous burst of flame" (p. 447). Tarwater 

throws himself upon his great-uncle's grave, automatically anointing 

his face with its dirt; and while prostrate, he hears his command 

from God opening like seeds "one at a time in his blood": "GO WARN 

THE CHILDREN OF GOD OF THE TERRIBLE SPEED OF MERCY" (p. 447). 

When he rises, he spreads more of the dirt on his forehead and moves 

backward toward the dark city "where the children of God lay sleep

ing" (p. 447). 

The climactic vision of old Tarwater's feeding is young 

Tarwater's moment of epiphany; before he is allowed it, however, he 

is humbled in order that he may be prepared for its significance. 

According to Joyce Carol Gates, the Ego cannot be destroyed except 

violently; it cannot be instructed in anything except a physical 

488 
manner, and it cannot be argued out of its egoism by words. 

Had Tarwater not had the experience with the devil in the lavender 

and cream-colored car, the meaning of Bishop's baptism might have 

escaped him; for Tarwater was returning to Powderhead believing that 

he had said No to a prophet's calling. Eggenschwiler points out 

that the baptism-drowning of Bishop represents Tarwater's beginning 

to be drowned in God's punitive mercy; for he learns som.ething he 

488 
"The Visionary Art of Flannery O'Connor," Southern 

Humanities Review, 7 (1973), 242. 
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has not known about the nature of all true prophets—those of the 

Old Testament were obliged to bear their miracles as burdens, and 

their glory had come not of their own power but from their submission 

^ ^ J. ^89 ^ 

to God s power. The act that confirms all that Tarwater has 

learned since leaving Cherokee Lodge is the discovery of his great-

uncle's Christian burial. That Munson would bury old Tarwater is 

the most natural fact to imagine, but Tarwater had failed to consider 

the possibility; thus the sign of the cross over the grave confirms 

for him the fact of God's intercessory grace. 

Writing about her fiction, O'Connor claims that usually 

what makes a story work is "some gesture of a character that is 

unlike any other in the story, one which indicates where the real 

heart of the story lies . . . The action or gesture I'm talking 

about would have to be on the anagogical level, . . . the level 

which has to do with the Divine life and our participation in it 

. . . It V70uld be a gesture which somehow made contact with 
490 

mystery." That gesture in The Violent Bear It Away is obviously 

the drowning-baptism of Bishop, for it also fulfils one other expec

tation O'Connor requires of such an act: "This would have to be an 

action . . . both totally right and totally unexpected." Published 

as an epigraph with the novel is the scripture Matthew 11:12, "From 

the days of John the Baptist until now, the kingdom of heaven 

suffereth violence, and the violent bear it away." According to 

"Flannery O'Connor's True and False Prophets," p. 156. 

490 
"On Her Own Work," Mystery and Manners, p. 111. 
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Gilbert Muller, O'Connor uses the verse in a two-fold sense "to 

suggest that men have always done violence to God's kingdom, mean

ing the Christian movement on earth, and that another form of 

violence is also operative, a spiritual force that permits God's 

491 
kingdom, and consequently a new age, to be realized." The novel 

suggests that Tarwater, like his great-uncle and all those other 

prophets whose hunger he feels like a tide rising through time, will 

necessarily perform his mission in terms of violence in order to 

492 
plant the true kingdom in the hearts of mankind. The act of 

baptism is Tarwater's first prophetic act, and it is surrounded in 

mystery; for how may murder be approved? That Bishop is murdered 

may not be argued, but that he is baptized is true as well. Accord

ing to Albert Sonnenfeld, the epigraph means that the Kingdom of 

heaven does not suffer from violence, but it authorizes it; further

more, Sonnenfeld claims that the violent bear away the prize of 

492 
salvation after the struggle. 

Near the end of the narrative, old Tarwater is envisioned 

by his great-nephew at the moment he receives his reward, the loaf 

of bread and pieces of fish shared with the multitude. His violence 

in seeing to the baptism of his nephews is rewarded; and although 

Tarwater has formerly disdained a lifetime of prophetic service's 

being awarded only a handful of crumbs, he has come to covet the 

491 r^r 

Nightmares and Visions, p. 96. 

Ibid. 

^^^"Flannery O'Connor: The Catholic Writer," p. 446, 
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reward. Eagerly, he turns back to the city to warn the people of 

God's mercy, the "terrible speed" of which he has learned in one 

short week. Old Tarwater's commandment as prophet had been to warn 

the children of God of the terrible speed of justice, whereas that 

of young Tarwater's is to warn them of mercy. He has learned that 

God is both just and merciful, just because he demands obedience and 

merciful because he forgives disobedience. Moreover, God may resort 

to what the world calls violence if need be in order to assert His 

mercy; but His kingdom will bear away those who are violent for the 

kingdom's sake (those like old Tarwater). 

A reconsideration of the two Feeders in the novel helps 

to clarify O'Connor's meaning as unfolded in the story. Old Tar

water's home at Powderhead is insulated from the corrupting influences 

of the region beyond and around it. It is surrounded by the woods 

that have never budged from their first allegiance, as O'Connor 

describes them. The kitchen of old Tarwater's cabin is the center 

of the life in Powderhead, its nourishment extended through the 

husbandman to every living thing; he plants the seeds and tends 

them in the ancient ways; he feeds the mule, the hounds, the 

chickens, and—while he has opportunity—his sister's offspring. 

He reverences life. 

Moreover, he establishes rapport and shares his "moonshine" 

whiskey with the community to which he belongs—the Munsons, the 

woman who runs the country store where he obtains his supplies, and 

his nephews. He is genuinely concerned about the physical and 

spiritual well-being of his family, teaching them what his own 
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experience has provided him in the way of wisdom. Tarwater has 

learned that burying his great-uncle beneath the fig tree, for 

example, would be good for the tree; obviously, Tarwater has learned 

well how to farm under the tutelage of his great-uncle. In short, 

life at Powderhead is harmonious; a sense of community exists therein 

because mutual respect exists among the inhabitants. 

Mason Tarwater is the rock upon which the life of Powder

head is built, and he is in partnership with his God and the earth 

created by Him. The duties he performs for his great-nephew as a 

surrogate Feeder in his home are combined with the duties of the 

principal institutions of society, home, school, and church; conse

quently, the guidance which Tarwater receives is unified because his 

parent, teachers, and priest are all the same individual. Old Tar

water, however, in spite of all his accomplishments, recognizes his 

failures and becomes remorseful when he considers his mistakes. Life 

has taught him that God is the source of his own being and all that 

sustains it; thus he dreams of an eternity of God's nourishment. 

Rayber, on the other hand, is man displaced—man removed 

from his connection with the land and his God. His first name, 

George, means "farmer"; but he is not a farmer. Moreover, he does 

not reverence the earth, as does his great-uncle, because he per

ceives in it only converted value: woods = certain board feet = cash. 

The gaudy roadside store is more attractive to him than the wild 

beauty of the woods. Rayber's education is not really education but 

training; his college courses train him to use certain fabricated 

formulae in order to determine a certain conclusion, but he knows 
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nothing. His words are Rayber—imitative, mass-produced, and 

meaningless. 

Rayber has no human community, for he fears it. He permits 

himself to feel a minimum of love for his child, but he denies its 

extension before it becomes a threat to his safe seclusion from the 

world of passion and involvement, which he might not be able to 

control. 

As surrogate Feeder, Rayber generally disregards food and 

its meaning, depending upon commercial feeding agents to provide him 

the ability to feed those whom he is required to feed. He trains 

Bishop to make peanut butter sandwiches for himself, and he converts 

the kitchen table to a desk. He uses mealtime for a lecture hour, 

and he thinks of a beverage as a tool to assist him in solving a 

particular problem with Tarwater. In short, Rayber abuses his role 

as a Feeder; perhaps this characteristic is the key to his failure 

at living a full life. Feeding and nourishing—sustaining—life 

is a participation with God in the creative act. Rayber rejects 

the idea of rebirth and the belief in God which are fundamental 

premises at Powderhead, principally because he has no exposure to 

the natural. Everything in the city is man-produced; nothing of it 

is regenerative. Machines and machine-produced objects can be 

molded to certain designs and re-designed at will; thus Rayber 

believes that human beings may be so molded as well. 

In contrast, old Tarwater's realm is unlimited; Tarwater 

is a free agent who discovers that his freedom comes as he yields 

himself to God. Perhaps that is why O'Connor leaves him without a 
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mortal wife: to suggest that he is truly wed to Christ in Powder

head and in eternity. Rayber's realm, on the other hand, is 

limited; he is confined by his belief in the rational to the realm 

of the explainable or the physical. Wed on earth, but separated 

from his wife, Rayber is not united with Christ; Rayber's realm is 

merely that of the city for the years that are his, and then only 

that portion of it which he will permit himself to know. He cer

tainly is not free. 

As a surrogate Feeder, Tarwater is successful while Rayber 

is not. O'Connor provides the favorable and unfavorable qualities 

of both men, and she approves—or that is, she approves by way of 

her art—of Tarwater, even though he takes violent measures to attain 

his ends because those ends are for the sake of the kingdom of 

heaven. Francis Marion Tarwater will follow in his great-uncle's 

steps, possibly to be labeled a religious fanatic or a Jesus freak. 

The fact that Tarwater's errand is marked by mercy suggests that his 

mission is somewhat different from that of old Tar̂ N̂ ater's; but old 

Tarwater has said that even the mercy of the Lord burns. What the 

novel suggests, as previously indicated, is that as long as the 

world is devoid of love—unexploited love—a prophet may be required 

to employ violence in order to accomplish God's will. The Old 

Testament prophets were the recipients of violence which motivated 

them to do God's bidding; those who have followed the era of Christ 

are sometimes required to use violence in order to accomplish God's 

will. But were the earth infused with the certain knowledge of 
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Christ's feeding of the multitudes, as were old Tarwater and the 

inhabitants of the agrarian folk society, love might replace 

violence in the process of adding to the kingdom of God. 



CHAPTER XIV 

THE DECAY OF THE FAMILY IN MODERN SOUTHERN 

LIFE: TWO VIEWS 

A. "A View of the Woods" 

"A View of the Woods," a short story first published in the 

collection Everything That Rises Must Converge (1965) and subse

quently in The Complete Stories (1972), dramatizes the inability 

of an extended family to co-exist in harmony because of divided 

loyalties. On the one hand, the grandfather, Mark Fortune, is 

committed to "progress," the economic development of the rural South; 

on the other. Fortune's daughter's family, the Pittses, are committed 

to preserving the land and the agrarian traditions which separate 

the rural from the urban, the personal from the impersonal, and the 

spiritual from the material. It is the revolution of business 

which instigates the conflict within the family and forces it to a 

. . 494 
crisis. 

The electric power company, having built a dam on a river 

near Fortune's eight hundred acres, has created a lake by flooding 

"great areas of the surrounding country," the lake touching Fortune's 

494 
Hendin, p. 108. 
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property along a half-mile stretch. Since everyone wants a lot 

on the lake. Fortune's property is in demand; furthermore, there is 

"talk of paving the road that ran in front of the Fortune place" 

and "talk of an eventual town," which Fortune believes should be 

called Fortune, Georgia (p. 338). He dreams of the woods across the 

lake being replaced within five years with "houses and stores and 

parking places," for which the credit "could largely go to him" 

(p. 343). 

Fortune, at seventy-nine, has a weak heart but a strong will. 

The only member of his family for whom he has any respect is his 

nine-year old granddaughter named for him and his mother (who died 

giving him birth), Mary Fortune Pitts. She resembles him physically, 

her face mirroring his image, her body, hair, eye-glasses, and even 

her carriage duplicating his; moreover. Fortune also considers her 

spirit to be like his own. In short, "he liked to think of her as 

being thoroughly of his clay" (p. 338); and he ignores, "in a gentle

manly fashion, as if it were an affliction the child was not respon

sible for" (p. 338), her Pitts blood. 

Fortune is otherwise so oblivious to his own flesh and 

blood that he cannot remember which daughter—his third or fourth— 

is Mary's mother. According to Fortune, when she chose Pitts, she 

indicated that she preferred him to home; therefore, when she 

495 
Flannery O'Connor, "A View of the Woods," in The Complete 

Stories of Flannery O'Connor (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 
1972), p. 338. Hereafter all the quotations from "A View of the 
Woods" and "Greenleaf," which also appears in this collection, will 
be cited within the text by page number; O'Connor's spelling and 
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returns with Pitts and their six children (Mary not yet having 

been born). Fortune treats them as he would a tenant family, 

except that he does not charge them rent. He believes they have 

come to live with him because Pitts is an idiot who cannot "keep 

his hands on a nickel" (p. 336). According to Fortune's daughter, 

however, the family has moved to the farm in order that she may 

take care of him: "She considered—being careful not to say it, 

only to look it—that she was the one of his children putting up 

with him in his old age and that she was the one he should leave 

the place to" (p. 336). 

Mrs. Pitts is obviously respectful of her father, feeling a 

child's responsibility to care for him because of his weak heart. 

Fortune evidently overhears her discussions with her husband and 

deliberately misinterprets them: "'It's my duty to stay here and 

take care of Papa. Who would do it if I didn't? I do it knowing 

full well I'll get no reward for it. I do it because it's my duty 

(p. 337). Instead of feeling gratitude, however, "the old man was 

not taken in by this for a minute. He knew they were waiting 

impatiently for the day when they could put him in a hole eight feet 

deep and cover him up with dirt" (p. 337). 

Moreover, believing that "anyone over sixty years of age is 

in an uneasy position unless he controls the greater interest" 

(p. 337), Fortune will not allow Pitts to make any capital invest

ments upon the land, lest Pitts attempt to exercise the rights of 

ownership. From time to time. Fortune has sold five twenty-acre 

plots of his land "as a practical lesson" to the Pittses, refusing 

, I, 
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to consider Pitts as a buyer. The latest sale, "the only pasture 

that Pitts had succeeded in getting the bitterweed off," has almost 

caused Pitts to have a stroke; and as far as Fortune is concerned, 

"he could have gone on and had it" (p. 335). 

Fortune makes no reference to his wife or his other children, 

believes the Pitts children other than Mary should be whipped once 

a week on principle, and exercises strict control over the household 

without evidencing any affection for anyone but Mary. In addition. 

Fortune is grooming Mary to exercise the same kind of vicious control 

over the land and the Pittses after he is gone as he has exerted in 

the last decade, having secretly left everything in trust to her in 

his will, his lawyer being named as executor rather than Pitts: 

"When he died Mary Fortune could make the rest of them jump; and he 

didn't doubt for a minute that she would be able to do it" (p. 337). 

Sister Mary Kevin writes that Fortune's life has been spent 

acquiring material possessions, leaving his spirit warped; but even 

more pertinent to his character is the fact that Fortune exerts all 

his efforts upon his dream of extending his control over the Pittses 

496 
from beyond the grave through their ô^̂l daughter. The irony is 

that one of his own children has jeopardized her daughter's develop

ment by observing the filial devotion which was particularly charac

teristic of an earlier age; Fortune himself thinks of his own mother 

as "his beloved mother, who had died seventy years ago, bringing him 

"Flannery O'Connor: In Memory of a Vision Unlimited," 
Censer, Winter 1965, pp. 41-42. 
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into the world" (p. 337). Though he can think of a mother whom he 

never knew with respect, he cannot conceive of the possibility of 

his daughter being genuinely respectful of him, or of her caring for 

him without expecting some material compensation for her effort. 

Fortune's power over his household is similar to that which 

is enforced in the fiction of Faulkner by Gail Hightower, Doc Hines, 

and Simon McEachern. Fortune dominates his daughter and son-in-law, 

virtually depriving them of the freedom conventionally known by the 

woman in her home and the husbandman on his farm. Although Mrs. Pitts 

is the Feeder in the household, she is unable to observe the rites 

of the table as though it were her own. Fortune sits at one end of 

the table, indicating his authority by subordinating Pitts to a 

position on the side along with the children. Because Mrs. Pitts 

can do nothing to alleviate the underriding current of disrespect, 

mealtime is often the occasion when Fortune chooses to exert his 

authority, such occasions leaving Mrs. Pitts worn and languid. 

Despite the fact that Pitts is hard-working and tolerates Fortune's 

abuse. Fortune thinks of him as "a man of nasty temper and of ugly 

unreasonable resentments" (p. 340); "a thin, long-jawed, irascible, 

sullen, sulking individual" (p. 337); and after ten years on the 

place, a man who feels as if he owns it. 

When Fortune becomes intolerable, Pitts exerts the only 

authority which he has that can both express his frustration and 

wound Fortune: he whips Mary. And because mealtime is the time 

when Fortune is often irascible, it is the time Pitts chooses to 

punish Mary: "Time and again, Mr. Fortune's heart had pounded to 
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see him rise slowly from his place at the table . . . and abruptly, 

for no reason, with no explanation, jerk his head at Mary Fortune and 

say, 'Come with me,' and leave the room, unfastening his belt as he 

went. A look that was completely foreign to the child's face would 

appear on it. The old man could not define the look but it infuriated 

him. It was a look that was part terror and part respect and part 

something else, something very like cooperation" (p. 340). 

When Pitts whips Mary on these occasions. Fortune's heart 

bothers him; it feels "slightly too large for the space that was 

supposed to hold it" (p. 344). On one occasion, he follows Pitts 

and Mary to the spot in the woods where a sort of ritual ensues: 

" . . . the child clung to a pine tree and Pitts, as methodically 

as if he were whacking a bush with a sling blade, beat her around 

the ankles with his belt. All she had done was jump up and down 

as if she were standing on a hot stove and make a whimpering noise 

like a dog that was being peppered. Pitts had kept at it for about 

three minutes and then he had turned, without a word, and got back 

in his truck and left her there, and she had slid down under the 

tree and taken both feet in her hands and rocked back and forth" 

(p. 340). 

In being favored by Fortune, Mary becomes the victim of both 

497 
father and grandfather; but she perceives that in her father's 

act of whipping her, he is beating the image of Fortune within her. 

When Fortune asks her, "'l-Zhy didn't you hit him back? Where's your 

497 
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spirit? Do you think I'd a let him beat me?'" (p. 340), she contends 

that "'Nobody's ever beat me in my life and if anybody did, I'd kill 

him'" (p. 340). She will never admit to having been beaten, recog

nizing that it is always her grandfather's extended self which is 

being punished. When Fortune threatens to throw Pitts off the place 

the next time he whips Mary, Pitts replies, "'Put me off and you put 

her off too. Go right ahead. She's mine to whip and I'll whip her 

every day of the year if it suits me'" (p. 341). Fortune, recognizing 

that this action is Pitts's revenge and that it is as if Fortune is 

submitting to the punishment in Mary's submission, determines to 

"make Pitts feel his hand" any time he can do so (p. 341). 

Instead of love and devotion being experienced within the 

household, and instead of happiness and contentment being shared at 

the table, estrangement and hostility are registered among the three 

generations. Fortune creates for himself an almost complete isola

tion through his commitment to pride, using his property as a weapon 

to assert his authority and to acquire power over his son-in-law. 

Furtheirmore, by denying Pitts the opportunity to make investments in 

the place through improvements or purchase of acreage that Fortune 

sells. Fortune maintains an oppression over the Pittses that causes 

them in turn to isolate Mary from their affection and trust. The 

hardness, greediness, selfishness, and power-hunger of Fortune thus 

destroy the familial devotion among the Pittses themselves and 

498 
prevent the development of love between the Pittses and Fortune. 

Thomas M. Lorch, "Flannery O'Connor: Christian Allegorist," 
Critique, 10, No. 2 (1968), 72. 
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Neither Pitts nor his wife possesses the freedom to operate naturally 

within the farm and its house; for as has been demonstrated. For

tune uses the table and its nourishing patterns as the setting from 

which he illustrates his power over the household. His abuse of the 

table is indicative of his abuse of his offspring; instead of desir

ing the good for them and working toward its attainment, he continu

ally denigrates them and sells off their inheritance. He loves no 

one but himself, despite his seeming affection for Mary; for that 

affection is directed only at the image of himself within her. 

Fortune is connected with images of stone, machinery, and 

documents of property throughout the story to indicate his hardness 

and his association with the technological ethos. He moves through 

the region in his mulberry-colored Cadillac, stopping to view the 

huge earth-moving machinery, bulldozers, and concrete mixers that 

are transforming the cleared pasture that he has sold off into a 

fishing club. He dreams of further urban development on his land: 

"He wanted to see a paved highway in front of his house with plenty 

of new-model cars on it, he wanted to see a supermarket store across 

the road from him, he wanted to see a gas station, a motel, a 

drive-in pictureshow within easy distance" (p. 337). Moreover, he 

does business with a serpentine man, whose land and shops look like 

499 an inferno. Ironically, the man's name is Tilman; instead of 

tilling the soil, however, he profanes it in service to the cash 

register. His grotesque shops have replaced the genial country 

499 
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store that had needed no advertisement; and they inspire business 

with signs "up and down the highway" culminating in "Here it is. 

Friends, TILMAN'S!" in "dazzling red letters" (p. 345). Carter 

Martin compares the operation to a pandemonium, as it is described 

by O'Connor: 

Tilman's was bordered on either side by a field of old 
used-car bodies, a kind of ward for incurable automobiles. 
He also sold out-door ornaments, such as stone cranes and chick
ens, urns, jardinieres, whirligigs, and farther back from the 
road, so as not to depress his dance-hall customers, a line of 
tombstones and monuments. Most of his businesses went on 
out-of-doors, so that his store building itself had not 
involved excessive expense. It was a one-room wooden structure 
onto which he had added, behind, a long tin hall equipped for 
dancing. This was divided into two sections. Colored and 
White, each with its private nickelodeon. He had a barbecue 
pit and sold barbecued sandwiches and soft drinks (p. 345). 

This "combination country store, filling station, scrap-metal dump, 

used-car lot and dance hall" (p. 345) is the kind of "progress" 

Fortune admires; he also admires the foresight of Tilman, who "was 

never just in line with progress but always a little ahead of it so 

that he could be there to meet it when it arrives" (p. 345). 

In contrast to the images associated with Fortune, those 

connected with Mary are natural. She has sand-colored hair, wears 

dresses colored like the wild-flowers in the fields, and usually 

goes barefoot. She is protective of the land owned by her grand

father when it is threatened by the devouring machinery. She sits 

astride the hood of the Cadillac, her bare feet resting on either 

shoulder of her grandfather beneath her, who is sitting on the 

bumper, "as if he were no more than a part of the automobile" (p. 339) 

500„ 
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Her feet are frequently alluded to during the story; Fortune 

admonishes her not to walk so close to the edge of the embankment 

the machines have created, and he wishes he could make her stand up 

to Pitts the way she stands up to him. Moreover, he has "often 

sneaked up on her and found her alone in conversation with her feet" 

(p. 350). Her refusal to stand up to Pitts is "the one point on 

which she did not resemble him" (p. 343); and Pitts methodically 

lashes Mary about her ankles, making her jump up and down. Fortune 

thinks of her hopping during the punishment as a dance; "'I saw 

him with my own two eyes,'" he tells her, "'and you never did a 

thing but let him do it, you never did a think but hang onto that 

tree and dance up and down a little and blubber . . ." (pp. 340-41). 

In the periodic ritualistic dance in the woods, Pitts is re-inforcing 

his spirit upon his daughter and attempting to exorcise the spirit 

of the old man whose resemblance she bears. Because Mary under

stands her punishment is a surrogate punishment, she submits; but 

her submission increases the affinity she feels for the woods and 

for her own family. She and her father, as it were, suffer together, 

their shared scapegoat ritual being ever a mystery to Fortune. Their 

suffering is an extension of the earth's own mistreatment at the 

hands of the avaricious who transform its beauty and its produc

tivity into the graveyard pandemonium of a Tilman's. Fortune prides 

himself for having a head on his shoulders that will not "let a cow 

pasture or a mule lot or a rox̂/ of beans interfere with progress" 

(p. 338), forgetful of the fact that Mary Fortune's feet often are 

also upon his shoulders. 
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When Fortune informs Mary of his latest project—to sell the 

land between the front of the house and the road to Tilman so that 

they can gas up their vehicles in their front yard, he sets in 

motion a series of events that destroy both of them. Mary Fortune 

is astounded that he is considering selling the "lawn" that serves 

as pasture for her daddy's calves and playground for her brothers 

and sisters. Moreover, she is upset because the sale would eliminate 

their view of the woods across the road. The argument that ensues 

concludes with Mary Fortune abdicating her place at Fortune's side 

in the Cadillac: "'Walk home by yourself,'" Fortune tells her. 

"'I refuse to ride a Jezebel!'" And she replies: "'And I refuse to 

ride with the Whore of Babylon'" (p. 343), as she strikes out on 

foot across the field and through the woods for home. Fortune 

roars after her: "'A whore is a woman! . . . That's how much you 

know!'" However, Mary Fortune is correct in her implication; for 

Fortune prostitutes the purity of the land to money, conveniency, 

and expediency. However, Fortune's rift with Mary makes him more 

determined than ever to secure a filling station and grocery store 

for his front yard. 

Consequently, he announces his intention at the table at 

dinner, eliciting among the Pittses the same reaction his earlier 

announcement to Mary Fortune had received. Amid the moans of the 

assemblage, Pitts stops eating: "His plate was full but his fists 

sat motionless like two dark quartz stones on either side of it. 

His eyes began to move from child to child around the table as if 

he were hunting for one particular one of them. Finally they stopped 
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on Mary Fortune sitting next to her grandfather. 'You done this 

to us . . . Come with me'" (p. 344). Mary Fortune "almost ran after 

him, out the door and into the truck behind him, and they drove 

off" (p. 344). 

During the afternoon. Fortune is forced to lie on his bed, 

his heart expanding within his chest. The next morning Mary appears 

as usual, urging him to hurry so that they can watch the cement-

mixer at the fishing club's site; but when Fortune stops at Tilman*s 

later in the morning, Mary tells him she will not be there when he 

returns to the car. And she is not; for her father, passing by in 

his truck, gives her a ride home. Wlien Fortune discovers her 

defection, "his feelings raced back and forth between fury and 

mortification. She had never left him before and certainly never 

for Pitts" (p. 346) though actually she had, the preceding day. 

When he reaches home. Fortune finds her sitting swollen-eyed in the 

porch swing, staring "across the lot where there was nothing but a 

profusion of pink and yellow and purple weeds, and on across the 

red road, to the sullen line of black pine woods fringed on top 

with green . . . She looked into the scene as it if were a person 

that she preferred to him" (p. 347). He accuses her of acting more 

like a Pitts than a Fortune, then leaves her to her view of the 

woods. 

Throughout the afternoon. Fortune repeatedly looks out the 

window of his bedroom at the woods, trying to perceive what is so 

miraculous to the Pittses about the naked pine trees. "A pine 

trunk is a pine trunk, he said to himself, and anybody that wants 
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to see one don't have to go far in this neighborhood. Every time he 

got up and looked out, he was reconvinced of his wisdom in selling 

the lot" (p. 348). However, when he looks out about six o'clock, 

"the gaunt trunks appeared to be raised in a pool of red light that 

gushed from the almost hidden sun setting behind them. The old man 

stared for some time, as if for a prolonged instant he were caught 

up out of the rattle of everything that led to the future and were 

held there in the midst of an uncomfortable mystery that he had not 

apprehended before. He saw it . . . as if someone were wounded 

behind the woods and the trees were bathed in blood" (p. 348). 

Fortune's misfortune is that normally he is unable to penetrate the 

holiness of nature as do the Pittses. 

Instead of perceiving the destruction that "progress" is 

wreaking in the present that will affect the future as nature is 

ravished by concrete and steel. Fortune closes his eyes to the 

view and determines to pursue his course, justifying his decision 

in the following interior monologue: 

They would not have to go any distance for gas. Anytime they 
needed a loaf of bread, all they would have to do would be step 
out their front door into Tilman's back door. They could sell 
milk to Tilman. Tilman was a likable fellow. Tilman would 
draw other business. The road would soon be paved. Travelers 
from all over the country would stop at Tilman's. If his 
daughter thought she was better than Tilman, it would be well 
to take her down a little. All men were created free and equal. 
l\nien this phrase sounded in his head, his patriotic sense 
triumphed and he realized that it was his duty to sell the 
lot, that he must insure the future (pp. 348-49). 

The choppy sequence of considerations leads Fortune from 

convenience and expediency to patriotism and democratic good 

citizenship, so that under the "racket" of the "hum of crickets and 
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treefrogs . . . he could hear the throb of the future town of Fortune" 

(p. 349). In this manner. Fortune justifies his own avarice and 

power-hunger by converting it into selflessness and service. 

Wendell Berry says that a characteristic of the modern mind 

is a longing "for the future as the medieval mind longed for Heaven," 

always anticipating that the Future will inevitably "be better" 

than the present. Technology wed to business entrepreneurs like 

Tilman is expected to beget a new golden age; but it merely re-enacts 

the original fall, the alienation of man from God. By evidencing 

their desire to preserve their view of the woods, the Pittses indi

cate their understanding of man's fallen nature and of the suffering 

and death of the wounded son of God to redeem them. By this line of 

reason, to permit Tilman's business to usurp their connection with 

the holy is to court spiritual disaster. Moreover, the lawn's 

natural enterprise in servicing the children, the calves, and the 

parents is provision enough from that particular two hundred foot 

area of earth. According to Thomas Carlson, the modern fortune 

hunter is unable to accept nature for what it is—an end in itself— 

but must exploit it for what he can get out of it, thereby wasting 

502 
its resources and sacrificing quality to quantity. Although 

Fortune's name links him with money, it is not so much the currency 

which he receives for the land that pleases him as the thought of 

power over the future: a degree of immortality suggested by the 

The Unsettling of America, p. 56. 
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anticipated town of Fortune, Georgia, and his granddaughter Mary 

Fortune's capability of making the Pittses "jump" after he is gone. 

Those controls on the future despite the cost to his family, who 

are his real fortune, are his demons. 

When Fortune closes the deal with Tilman within the dark 

insides of Tilman*s store, Mary Fortune attacks both of them from 

the doorway, heaving bottles (probably containing soda pop from the 

machine outdoors) at both men and "screaming something unintelligible" 

(p. 352). Fortune manages to get her into the car, where he deter

mines that he must whip her: "She respected Pitts because, even 

with no just cause, he beat her; and if he—with his just cause—did 

not beat her now, he would have nobody to blame but himself if she 

turned out a hellion" (p. 353). He therefore drives to the spot 

where Pitts has whipped her, and tells her to "'Hurry up and get 

ready against that tree'" (p. 354); but Mary replies, "'Nobody has 

ever beat me . . . and if anybody tries, I'll kill him'" (p. 354). 

And true to her word, when Fortune tries to lash her ankles with 

his belt, "she was on him so quickly that he could not have recalled 

which blow he felt first, whether the weight of her whole solid body 

or the jabs of her feet [in stout brown school shoes this time] or 

the pummeling of her fist on his chest" (p. 354). 

Soon, she has Fortune on the ground where she maintains an 

even better advantage over him. When he calls out, "'I'm an old 

man! . . . Leave me alone!'" (p. 355), she continues the assault; but 

when he says, "'Stop stop! . . .I'm your grandfather,'" she pauses, 

"her face exactly on top of his. Pale identical eye looked into 
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pale identical eye. 'Have you had enough?' she asked . . . 'You 

been whipped . . . by me, . . . and I*m PURE Pitts'" (p. 355). 

The old man is so enraged by her announcement that he manages to 

reverse their positions, where with his hands around Mary's neck, 

he brings her head down upon a rock three times, shouting, "'There's 

not an ounce of Pitts in me'" (p. 355). 

And this is really Fortune's tragedy; for in his effort to 

deny in himself the residual humanity which he possesses—as 

illustrated by his subordinating his self-love to the evening 

vision of the woods when he had been forced to re-examine his motives 

for selling "the lawn," which constitutes an indication of a remnant 

of spiritual understanding—he kills his granddaughter and suffers 

the failure of his weak heart. His last view is of "the gaunt 

trees . . . thickened into mysterious dark files that were marching 

across the water and away into the distance. He looked around 

desperately for someone to help him but the place was deserted except 

for one huge yellow monster which sat to the side, as stationary as 

he was, gorging itself on clay" (p. 356). 

Carlson claims that Mary's name suggests a profound knowledge 

of divine movement in the natural world (she looks as if she prefers 

the woods to her grandfather), and that in a sense she is the body 

of the earth reacting violently to "the rape by cement" and thereby 

503 
being martyred. J. Gates Smith perceives within Mary the kind 

of innocence which has the capacity to choose between two worlds 

503 
Ibid., p. 259. 
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without hesitation, rejecting the sensual and materialistic world for 

504 

the world of the spirit. After Fortune informs her of his inten

tion to sell the lawn, he attempts to woo her back to him: "He 

meant to make his voice severe but instead it came out crushed, as 

if it belonged to a suitor trying to reinstate himself. 'What did 

you leave me for? You ain't ever left me before,' he said" (p. 347). 

When coaxing fails, he attempts to "make it up to Mary Fortune by 

buying her something." He believes that "with grown people, a road 

led either to heaven or hell, but with children there were always 

stops along the way where their attention could be turned with a 

trifle" (p. 348). But offers of a boat to use on the new lake, an 

ice-cream cone, or a quarter to spend in the five-and-dime do not 

move her. Possessing qualities of both Fortune and the Pittses, 

Mary turns the bad qualities of her grandfather back upon him when 

he goes too far in selling the land favored by her family and her-

_ 505 
self. 

Mary Fortune, along with her family, possesses the quality 

of imagination and sensibility which recognizes in ordinary pine 

trees some of the glory and wonder of nature; furthermore, she 

understands that the loss of that glory cannot be compensated for by 

any material conception of man. Fortune, on the other hand, 

represses the hint of mystery in the pine trees, justifying his 

"Ritual and Violence in Flannery O'Connor," Thought, 
41 (1966), 560. 

Martin, p. 135. 

506„ . , ,., 
Browning, Jr., p. 114. 



347 

faith in technological development and trusting in the future to 

prove his powers of vision: "He was a man of advanced vision, 

even if he was seventy-nine years old" (p. 358). As he dies. 

Fortune perceives the insensibility of both the steam shovel and the 

woods to his plight, the former—even though it is the recipient 

of Fortune's faith—being oblivious to his needs, and the latter 

ignoring him because he has ignored them. 

The images of machinery in the work symbolize a malignancy 

to which Fortune is committed. The pit being dug out and smoothed 

over for the construction of the fishing lodge is symbolic of the 

abyss of technology which the Pittses avoid but Fortune courts. "'You 

fall off that embankment and you'll wish you hadn't,'" Mary For

tune warns him when they are disputing over the sale of the "lawn" 

(p. 342). In contrast, the images of the woods, personified and 

508 

sacralized, suggest lifelike, virtually human qualities. For

tune is haunted by the "hellish red trunks [that] rose up in a 

black wood" (p. 348); but he commits himself to the kind of pande

monium represented by Tilman, and in the choice, "destroys the 

509 
part of his nature that he would repudiate." 

The destruction of family harmony foreshadows the destruc

tion of life in O'Connor's story; the disruption Fortune instigates 

within the household by denying his son-in-law responsible ownership 

507,^.J 308^, ., ,,^ 
Ibid. Ibid., p. 115. 

509 
Leon V. Driskell and Joan T. Brittain, The Eternal Cross

roads: The Art of Flannery O'Connor (Lexington: University Press 
of Kentucky, 1971), p. 126. 
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of the land and his daughter the attendant relationship of Feeder 

leads to the alienation of the members of the family from one 

another and from the conventional patterns of agrarian life. The 

story dramatizes the destructive effect of a conflict between the 

traditional agrarian folk ways and the modern technological society, 

which is devoid of a respect for the supernatural as well as the 

natural. In such a conflict, the Feeder is rendered ineffective and 

hostile to representatives of the generations both preceding and 

following her. 

The story also approximates the historical encroachment of 

business and leisure activities upon the rural landscape, enterprises 

that diminish the availability of land for agricultural purposes. 

Even a family dedicated to, and united with, the land is dependent 

upon the whims of the family patriarch, who holds deeds to the land 

but is disconnected in spirit from it. Fortune's heart has 

seemingly shrunk, periodically expanding under emotional stress and 

threatening the space which contains it, just as his capacity for a 

direct relationship with the soil has declined and his ownership of 

the land diminished, threatening the capability of the earth to 

provide the nourishment necessary to support the lives of those 

dependent upon it as its tillable surface is handed over for a 

price to electric power plants for the creation of dams, and to the 

Tilmans who convert it into an infinite variety of paltry market

places. O'Connor's story suggests that others may learn too late 

what Fortune discovers is the indifference of nature to man once man 
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has denied his own humanity and his original relationship with 

nature: husbandry. 

B. "Greenleaf" 

A rural family and a transplanted urban widow and her family 

are contrasted in the short story "Greenleaf," published in Every

thing That Rises Must Converge and The Complete Stories. The hired 

man, Greenleaf, and his family are naturally attuned to the earth 

and to God, seeming to live like the lilies of the field without 

stress or anxiety; whereas Mrs. May, Greenleafs employer for 

fifteen years, perceives the natural world as a negative pressure 

to be resisted, its hostile forces, as it were, to be bent to her 

will by her "iron hand." Mrs. May, whose name is suggestive of 

latent potentiality or spring-time fecundity, like the name of 

her hired man, is so devoted to the practical and useful that she 

is oblivious to the currents within nature that inspire both sexual 

512 
and religious impulses v;ithin mankind. Because the Greenleafs 

prosper and scarcely age while she struggles to turn the broken-

down dairy farm, left to her by her businessman husband, into a 

profitable enterprise, she credits herself with providing the "fat" 

off which the Greenleafs live: the job she provides Greenleaf when 

"no one else would have had him five minutes" (p. 313); and the 

Frederick Asals, "The Mythic Dimensions of Flannery 
O'Connor's 'Greenleaf,'" Studies in Short Fiction, 5 (1968), 320. 

Sonnenfeld, p. 321. 

Asals, p. 326. 
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government assistance his twin sons have received as a consequence 

of their military service, assistance which is ultimately derived from 

her taxes. According to Orvell Miles, Mrs. May exemplifies the 

513 
Protestant work ethic. While her devotion to her work is her 

guiding principle, it is also her salvation: "Before any kind of 

judgement seat, she would be able to say: I've worked, I have not 

wallowed . . . " (p. 332). When she is emotionally upset, a glance 

out her window at the cows grazing on the green pastures restores her 

composure because in the scene she sees "the reflection of her own 

character" (p. 321). She thinks of herself as "a good Christian 

woman with a large respect for religion" but she does "not, of 

course, believe any of it [is] true" (p. 316). 

Like Mrs. Hopewell in "Good Country People," Mrs. May is 

cast in the dual role of Feeder and female executive; and both women 

allow their business responsibilities to take precedence over those 

of feeding, both becoming "failed" Feeders as a result. Mrs. May has 

dehumanized and unsexed herself in the process of ruling with her 

"iron hand," a hand that is actually a "delicate blue-veined little 

hand [that dangles] from her wrist like the head of a broken lily" 

(p. 332). When she sleeps, her face and hair are contortions of 

nature, reminiscent of highway imagery: "Green rubber curlers 

sprouted neatly over her forehead and her face beneath them was 

smooth as concrete with an egg-white paste that drew the wrinkles 

out while she slept" (p. 311); by day her "gray hair [rises] on top 

513 
Invisible Parade, p. 25. 
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like the crest of some disturbed bird, and her voice screeches 

(p. 313). She is near-sighted as well. 

In contrast, the face of Mrs. Greenleaf is natural and her 

religion that of a primitive Christianity. Where Mrs. May's spirit 

is a will to power, Mrs. Greenleaf's is a will to love; where 

Mrs. May desires to control nature, Mrs. Greenleaf wishes to assist 

nature through her ritualistic prayers and practice of faith-healing. 

The face of Mrs. Greenleaf, when Mrs. May first observes her practicing 

her rites in the woods, is described as "a patchwork of dirt and 

tears and her small eyes, the color of two field peas." These are 

"red-rimmed and swollen" and her expression "as composed as a 

bulldog's" (p. 316). In her rites, Mrs. Greenleaf buries newspaper 

clippings—"the accounts of women who had been raped and criminals 

who had escaped and children who had been burned and of train wrecks 

and plane crashes and the divorces of movie stars" (pp. 315-16)— 

and loses herself in prayer over them. The ritual appears to be 

perverse to the sensible Mrs. May; for all she perceives is a large 

woman in the dirt, "a huge human mound, her legs and arms spread out 

as if she were trying to wrap them around the earth," shrieking, 

"'Oh Jesus, stab me in the heart!'" (p. 317). At the same time, 

however, "the sound was so piercing" to Mrs. May, "that she felt as 

if some violent unleashed force had broken out of the ground and 

was charging toward her" (p. 316). Although the intensity of 

Mrs. Greenleaf's devotion has the power to reveal its mysterious 

connection with the universe to Mrs. May, she rejects it, believing 

instead that Mrs. Greenleaf is obscene and that "the word, Jesus, 
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should be kept inside the church building like other words inside 

the bedroom" (p. 316). Consequently, Mrs. May tells her, "'Jesus 

. . . would be ashamed of you. He would tell you to get up from 

there this instant and go wash your children's clothes!'" (p. 317). 

A practical woman, Mrs. May has no desire for the penetration of the 

Holy Spirit; but Mrs. Greenleaf pleads for it, not for personal power 

but for its powerful distribution outward through her all-embracing 

love to the suffering helpless. 

Mr. Greenleaf's appearance and behavior are also reflections 

of nature and the holy: "the upper part of his face sloped gradually 

into the lower which was long and narrow, shaped like a rough chalice. 

He had deep-set fox-colored eyes . . . " (p. 314). His walk is 

orbital: "he walked on the perimeter of some invisible circle" 

(p. 313). In addition, Greenleaf approves of his wife's rituals, 

believing in her capacity for healing. When Mrs. May tells him she 

believes Mrs. Greenleaf has permitted her religion to warp her, 

Greenleaf responds, "'She cured a man oncet that half his gut was 

eat out with worms,'" (p. 332), a remark that both silences and 

sickens Mrs. May. 

The Greenleaf family is prolific, the parents having five 

daughters (though these do not figure in the plot), and twin sons, 

0. T. and E. T. The sons live with their French wives (whom they 

acquired while in military service during World War II) and their 

children (each has three) atop a hill in a duplex next to their 

Stuart L. Burns, "'Torn By the Lord's Eye': Flannery 
O'Connor's Use of Sun Imagery," Twentieth Century Literature, 3 
(1967), 162. 
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sparkling dairy—a kind of agricultural temple^^^—exposed to the 

direct rays of the sun. Their hired man, a Negro, alludes to them 

as though they are orbiting planets in response to Mrs. May's inquiry 

of their whereabouts. Moreover, he denies that they ever quarrel 

with one another: "'They never quarls . . . They like one man in 

two skins'" (p. 326). Thus the Greenleaf boys live in harmony with 

nature and God, obeying the natural impulses, both sexual and 

religious, while fulfilling their roles as sons, husbands, and 

fathers, as well as brothers. Asals claims that they fulfill 

the Biblical promise of Jeremiah 17:7-8, placing their hope and 

518 
trust in the Lord and being blessed with life and fruitfulness. 

Mrs. May cannot condone Mrs. Greenleafs primitive worship 

519 
that is reminiscent of early vegetation rituals, nor can she 

perceive in the twins' consecration to life the reason for their 

success in business. The Greenleafs are also committed to one 

another, believing in each other and feeling an humble pride in the 

accomplishments which their offspring achieve. Ironically, Mrs. May 

tells Greenleaf that "'Some people learn gratitude too late . . . and 

some never learn it at all'" when she is attempting to turn her 

515. , „,. l̂̂ TK-t̂  Asals, p. 326. Ibid. 

^^^Burns, '"Torn By the Lord's Eye,'" p. 162. 

518 
Asals, p. 322. The scripture in its whole is the following; 

"Blessed is the man that trusteth in the Lord, and whose hope the 
Lord is. For he shall be as a tree planted by the waters, and that 
spreadeth out her roots by the river, and shall not see when heat 
cometh, but her leaf shall be green; and shall not be careful in the 
year of the drought, neither shall cease from yielding fruit." 

519 
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self-pity into self-approval (p. 329). But the Greenleafs do know 

genuine gratitude; "'I thank Gawd for every-thang,'" says Greenleaf. 

'"You might as well, she [Mrs. May] had thought in the fierce 

silence that followed; you've never done anything for yourself" 

(p. 324). But not only is Mrs. May representative of the modern 

520 
individual's failure to integrate religious mystery with culture, 

she is also unable to cultivate a sense of community and cooperation 

within her own family. Warped spiritually by her pride in managing 

the hostile forces of nature—'"Everything is against you . . . the 

weather is against you and the dirt is against you and the help is 

against you. They're all in league against you'" (p. 321)—Mrs. May 

will not abase herself to the holy as does Mrs. Greenleaf. 

According to Robert M. McCown, God-fearing, humble parents 

will generally produce psychologically and morally sound children; 

whereas the children of the proud and contemptuous are likely to turn 

521 
out warped in some way. McCown's hypothesis is borne out, at 

least in "Greenleaf." Class-conscious, Mrs. May is aware of the 

social ascension occurring within the Greenleaf family; in twenty 

years, she tells her sons, "'do you know what those people will be? 

. . . Society!'" (p. 318). Her chief fear is that the Greenleafs 

will take over her farm after she is gone, thereby destroying the 

effectiveness of her labor for her own sons' future. Her fear is 

generated by the fact that her family is declining as the Greenleafs 

^^°Ibid., pp. 87-88. 

521 
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are ascending: both her sons are in their middle thirties, but 

neither is married nor wishes to become a responsible family man. 

Both are dependent upon her, living at home although they despise the 

farm. Ill-natured, unproductive, undutiful, both are neglectful of 

522 
natural filial piety, taking every opportunity to bedevil Mrs. May, 

particularly regarding Mrs. Greenleaf. For example, Scofield says, 

"'I'm not going to marry until you're dead and gone and then I'm 

going to marry me some nice fat farm girl that can take over this 

place! . . . —some nice lady like Mrs. Greenleaf" (p. 315). When 

Mrs. May asks Wesley who among the girls he dates would be willing 

to cook a salt-free diet for him (as she does), he snarls, "'Well, 

why don't you do something practical. Woman? Why don't you pray for 

me like Mrs. Greenleaf would?'" (p. 320). 

Mrs. May's sons are as different as night and day, in con

trast to the likeness of the Greenleaf twins; moreover, they make no 

opportunity to reconcile their differences. The only time they 

resemble one another is when they quarrel, but each reflects a facet 

of his mother's characteristics. Wesley's snarling self-pity is an 

uglier version of Mrs. May's, and Scofield's grubbing pursuit of 

523 

money is a debased form of her practicality. Mrs. May's indul

gence with respect to her sons has contributed to their ugliness, 

524 
and her "protection" of them has kept them dependent. While 

Mrs. May calls Wesley a "successful intellectual" and Scofield a 

522 
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"successful business man," neither is successful in his work nor 

in the cultivation of personal integrity. The intellectual, Wesley, 

. . . didn't like anything. He drove twenty miles every day 
to the university where he taught and twenty miles back every 
night, but he said he hated the morons who attended it. He 
hated the country and he hated the life he lived; he hated 
living with his mother and his idiot brother and he hated 
hearing about the damn dairy and the damn help and the damn 
broken machinery. But in spite of all he said, he never made 
any move to leave. He talked about Paris and Rome but he never 
went even to Atlanta (p. 319). 

Mrs. May excuses Wesley's meanness by blaming his childhood bout 

with rheumatic fever for his weak heart, his becoming an intellectual, 

and his disposition. 

The older son, Scofield, is healthy; but he lacks any sense 

of responsibility. After two years in the army during the War, he 

was discharged at the rank of Private First Class; and his "business" 

is selling "nigger-insurance." He possesses a proclivity for joking, 

but it is a source of displeasure to Mrs. May; for he often directs 

his humor at her. He embarrasses her before their guests by saying, 

"'Mamma don't like to hear me say it but I'm the best nigger-

insurance salesman in this county!'" (p. 315). Also before her 

visiting city friends, when Mrs. May is discoursing on her struggle 

with the elements to turn her farm into a success, Scofield will 

grab her arm and hold it, yelling, "'Look at Mamma's iron hand!'" 

(p. 322), making the visitors laugh. 

The sons' names were obviously selected ironically; for their 

historical namesakes were man of piety and sincerity, John and 

Charles Wesley, respected for their evangelical preaching, and 

Cyrus Scofield, for the publication of a fundamentalist reference 



357 

Bible. Wesley and Scofield are among the group of grown-up bache

lors in O'Connor's fiction who belong to a common type; according 

to Martha Stephens, they are all "sullen, ill-tempered individuals 

eaten up with a barely suppressed rage which often explodes at the 

one parent. Tough, smart, rebellious, aggrieved, they are wholly 

525 
dependent on their mothers and inferior to them." 

The temperament of the sons may not be laid to rest upon 

familial changes that occurred as a consequence of the family's 

removal from the city to the country upon the death of Mr. May; 

for rather than being children at that time, the boys were fully 

grown, Scofield being about twenty-one, his brother only a little 

526 
younger. Free at that time to direct their own lives independent 

of their mother, they chose instead to live with her, thereby 

taking advantage of her services, albeit without cultivating a 

grateful spirit or contributing to the development of family harmony. 

Scofield evidently returned to his mother's farm after his uneventful 

tour of duty in the army; and Wesley's education may have been 

accomplished by commuting, since he commutes daily to the university 

where he teaches. Obviously, the absence of love within the family 

525 
The Question of Flannery O'Connor, p. 150. 
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A chronological flaw appears to exist in O'Connor's deline

ation of the family's background; for Mrs. May reminds Greenleaf of 
her goodness to his sons—who are about the same ages of her own—in 
passing on her boys' old clothing, toys, and guns to them. She also 
refers to her remembering his sons' birthdays and Christmases, as 
though they were children at the time (p. 328). But at the beginning 
of the narrative, Mrs. May states that her association with the 
Greenleaf family has existed only fifteen years. If Scofield is 
thirty-six, the May and Greenleaf boys all were considerably beyond 
childhood at the time Mrs. May hired Greenleaf. 
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is the basis for the hostility that persists in its relationships, 

an absence which must have existed long before the family's removal 

to the country. The sons' dependency upon the mother, who takes 

pride in her managerial strength and ability, indicates a life-long 

insecurity. Mrs. May's adeptness with regard to her adaptation to 

country life and the regimen of the dairy business signifies her 

spiritual association with the milieu of commerce and accounts in 

some measure for her inability to create a sense of well being 

within her family. Business takes priority over Mrs. May's other 

concerns, particularly those of feeding. Although she provides 

meals for her sons, by her domination of table talk with business 

she withholds a part of her maternal fellowship and denies her sons 

an opportunity to cultivate mutual respect. 

It is not surprising that the rites of the table in the May 

household are disorderly; their lack of community is especially 

marked in the breakfast scene described the morning after Mrs. May 

is awakened by a scrub bull that has strayed onto her property. 

Sitting at the dining room table with her sons, Mrs. May eats nothing, 

employing the occasion to use the men as audience for her difficul

ties; for "she never ate breakfast but she sat with them to see that 

they had what they wanted" (p. 314). As they eat, she recounts her 

interview with Mr. Greenleaf, in which she has demanded that he pen 

the bull up so that it will not interfere with the breeding schedule 

of her cattle. As she talks, she realizes that the two are oblivious 

to her problems. The whole sequence, demonstrating the dissociation 

and ill will within the family, is worthy of scrutiny: 
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But it was impossible to tell them anything. When she 
looked at the two of them now, sitting on either side of the 
table, neither one caring the least if a stray bull ruined 
her herd—which was their herd, their future—when she looked 
at the two of them, one hunched over a paper and the other 
teetering back in his chair, grinning at her like an idiot, 
she wanted to jump up and beat her fist on the table and shout, 
"You'll find out one of these days, you'll find out what 
Reality is when it's too late!" 

"Mamma," Scofield said, "don't you get excited now but 
I'll tell you whose bull that is." He was looking at her 
wickedly. He let his chair drop forward and he got up. Then 
with his shoulders bent and his hands held up to cover his head, 
he tiptoed to the door. He backed into the hall and pulled the 
door almost to so that it hid all of him but his face. "You 
want to know. Sugarpie?" he asked. 

Mrs. May sat looking at him coldly. 
"That's 0. T. and E. T.'s bull," he said. "I collected 

from their nigger yesterday and he told me they were missing 
it," and he showed her an exaggerated expanse of teeth and 
disappeared silently. 

Wesley looked up and laughed. 
Mrs. May turned her head forward again, her expression 

unaltered. "I am the only adult on this place," she said. 
She leaned across the table and pulled the paper from the side 
of his plate. "Do you see how it's going to be when I die and 
you boys have to handle him?" she began. "Do you see why he 
didn't know whose bull that was? Because it was theirs. Do 
you see what I have to put up with? Do you see that if I 
hand't kept my foot on his neck all these years, you boys might 
be milking cows every morning at four o'clock?" 

Wesley pulled the paper back toward his plate and staring 
at her full in the face, he murmured, "I wouldn't milk a cow to 
save your soul from hell." 

"I know you wouldn't," she said in a brittle voice. She 
sat back and began rapidly turning her knife over at the edge 
of her plate. "0. T. and E. T. are fine boys," she said. "They 
ought to have been my sons." The thought of this was so horrible 
that her vision of Wesley was blurred at once by a wall of 
tears. All she saw was his dark shape, rising quickly from the 
table. "And you two," she cried, "you two should have belonged 
to that woman!" 

He was heading for the door. 
"When I die," she said in a thin voice, "I don't know 

what's going to become of you." 
"You're always yapping about when-you-die," he growled as he 

rushed out, "but you look pretty healthy to me" (pp. 320-21). 

Mrs. May is left alone to wipe her tears with the table napkin. 

After a while she moves to the window where she can view the tranquil 
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order of the cattle grazing in the pastures. The scene restores 

her self-confidence: '"They needn't think I'm going to die any time 

soon,' she muttered, and some more defiant voice in her added: 

'I'll die when I get good and ready'" (p. 321). 

The breakfast scene demonstrates not only the lack of inte

gration within the May family, but the self-pity of the Feeder which 

engenders spite and enmity, and, finally, the mutual abandonment of 

parent and children for the sake of self. Mrs. May's habit of 

sitting at the breakfast table without eating is symbolic of the 

emotional alienation within the family; for she resides as Feeder 

with her sons year after year without contributing to their spiritual 

development. Instead of serving the boys' needs at table as she 

purports to do, Mrs. May sublimates her own emotional hunger by 

engaging in verbal abuse of Greenleaf. However, as her statements 

indicate, it is not so much the mistreatment which she receives at 

the hands of Greenleaf that disturbs her as that which she receives 

from her sons. Their rejection of the farm and her labor on it for 

their sake are rejections of her humanity; and Mrs. May's expressed 

belief that the Greenleaf boys should have been her sons is her 

spoken rejection of her own sons. Furthermore, Mrs. May's absorp

tion in the labor of the farm and her concern for the future have 

taken precedence over her obligation to cultivate in the present the 

spiritual lives of her family. Her puritanical faith, as demonstrated 

in her admonition to Mrs. Greenleaf in the instance previously 

described in the woods (and to her sons to go to church in order to 
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meet nice girls), is no faith at all. Thus the estrangement 

at the breakfast table and the successive desertion of Mrs. May by 

first one son and then the other are symbolic of the Mays' estrange

ment from God. Both mother and sons, in denying their potentialities 

as sexual and spiritual beings, are sharp contrasts to the Greenleafs. 

The other meal described in the story is the evening meal 

on the same day, after Mrs. May has left word at 0. T. and E. T.'s 

that they should either come for their bull or expect her to have 

Mr. Greenleaf shoot it. Wesley's humor is worse than usual because 

he has been inconvenienced on the way home by a flat tire; and 

Scofield's wry wit is sharpened by his mother's sense of martyrdom. 

. . . At the supper table, she went over it again for the boys' 
benefit because she wanted them to see exactly what 0. T. and 
E. T. would do. "They don't want that bull," she said, "—pass 
the butter—so they simply turn him loose and let somebody else 
worry about getting rid of him for them. How do you like that? 
I'm the victim. I've always been the victim." 

"Pass the butter to the victim," Wesley said. . . . 
Scofield handed her the butter and said, "Why, Mamma, 

ain't you ashamed to shoot an old bull that ain't done nothing 
but give you a little scrub strain in your herd? I declare," 
he said, "with the Mamma I got it's a wonder I turned out to 
be such a nice boy!" 

"You ain't her boy. Son," Wesley said. 
She eased back in her chair, her fingertips on the edge of 

the table. 
"All I know is," Scofield said, "I done mighty well to be 

as nice as I am seeing what I come from." 
When they teased her they spoke Greenleaf English but 

Wesley made his own particular tone come through it like a knife 
edge. "Well lemme tell you one thang. Brother," he said, lean
ing over the table, "that if you had half a mind you would 
already know." 

"What's that. Brother?" Scofield asked, his broad face 
grinning into the thin constricted one across from him. 

"That is," Wesley said, "that neither you nor me is her 
boy . . .," but he stopped abruptly as she gave a kind of 

527 
Miles, p. 24. 



362 

hoarse wheeze like an old horse lashed unexpectedly. She 
reared up and ran from the room. 

"Oh, for God's sake," Wesley growled, "What did you start 
her off for?" 

"I never started her off," Scofield said. "You started her 
off." 

"Hah." 
"She's not as young as she used to be and she can't take 

it." 
"She can only give it out," Wesley said. "I'm the one that 

takes it." 
His brother's pleasant face had changed so that an ugly 

family resemblance showed between them. "Nobody feels sorry 
for a lousy bastard like you," he said and grabbed across the 
table for the other's shirtfront. 

From her room she heard a crash of dishes and she rushed 
back through the kitchen into the dining room. The hall door 
was open and Scofield was going out of it. Wesley was lying 
like a large bug on his back with the edge of the overturned 
table cutting him across the middle and broken dishes scattered 
on top of him. She pulled the table off him and caught his 
arm to help him rise but he scrambled up and pushed her off with 
a furious charge of energy and flung himself out of the door 
after his brother. 

She would have collapsed but a knock on the back door 
stiffened her and she swung around. Across the kitchen and 
back porch, she could see Mr. Greenleaf peering eagerly through 
the screenwire. All her resources returned in full strength 
as if she had only needed to be challenged by the devil himself 
to regain them. "I heard a thump," he called, "and I thought 
the plastering might have fell on you." 

. . . "No, nothing happened but the table turned over. One 
of the legs was weak . . ." (p. 327-28). 

The scene rests upon the seething hostility and pride that exist 

within the May household; by suppertime, Mrs. May has all but for

gotten her envious remarks about the Greenleaf twins which she 

uttered at the breakfast table. However, Wesley has not. Possibly 

he has brooded over them during the day; and since he also feels 

victimized, having had the flat, he builds on the morning's dis

claimer. Scofield, innocent of what was said after he left the 

table, being content to disturb his mother by naming the owners of 

the bull, prepares the way for Wesley's declaration. But Scofield's 
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veneer of good humor is soon stripped away. In the boys' bantering 

Mrs. May is not only reminded of the comments she made at break

fast, which showed her preference for the Greenleaf twins as sons, 

but also of her derision of Mrs. Greenleaf when she was sprawled 

upon the ground in her religious ceremony: "'Well, no matter how 

far they ̂ , they came from that'" (p. 317), meaning that although 

the social advancement of 0. T. and E. T. is generated from causes 

outside the home, their origin is the contemptible Mrs. Greenleaf. 

To Mrs. May the fact that the twins have succeeded while her sons 

have failed is unjust. Scofield's and Wesley's playful suggestion 

that they are not her natural children implies the inability of 

Mrs. May to participate in any creative function, even that of 

procreation; but it also confirms that her sons are her spiritual 

counterparts, mirror images of her-pride, incapable of loving or 

u • 1 ^ 5 2 8 being loved. 

The traditionally expected peace and fellowship of the table 

are denied the Mays, their mutual disrespect being registered instead, 

so that the meal erupts into a violent confrontation between adult 

brothers that leaves the table overturned and both food and dishes a 

shambles. Mrs. May's comment at breakfast, '"I am the only adult 

on this place,'" appears to be confirmed; yet the responsibility of 

a parent for his children is also an adult commitment to provide the 

rites of passage for children into the state of maturity. All of 

the Mays lack maturity. They all behave like children, reacting 

528 
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emotionally to the conflicts they themselves engender, Mrs. May 

resorting to tears and the sons to brawling. The deterioration of 

the family unit at two meals within one day is ample testimony to 

the spiritual alienation of each member and the ineffectiveness of 

the Feeder. Both the emotional and spiritual parts of their per

sonalities have been arrested. 

Mrs. May is representative of that large body of women in a 

technological society who, as heads of households, are cast into 

economic competition with the more experienced male workers, who 

command more authority. Although she has managed to make a broken-

down farm (as she describes it) productive, the commercial success 

of the farm has been achieved at the spiritual cost of her family 

because the Feeder's role has been subordinated to the role of the 

businesswoman. The view of the cows grazing serenely on the pasture 

provides a harmonious resolution for Mrs. May's soul after the 

violent confrontation with her sons; but the overturned table is a 

reflection of human chaos and familial disintegration that is the 

result of the usurpation of the Feeder's role by that of the 

businessman. The narcissism of Mrs. May is reflected in that of her 

sons, a self-interest that renders the Feeder ineffectual—a "failed" 

Feeder—and the sons impotent. 

On the day following the table's collapse, Mrs. May forces 

Greenleaf to herd the scrub bull into an inner pasture in order to 

destroy him. The bull is described throughout the narrative in 

mythological terms so that it represents the divine impulses; 

associated both with the sun and the Greenleafs (its description is 
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like that of the twins—"long-legged and raw-boned and red-

skinned") , it appears as a country suitor beneath Mrs. May's window 

in the moonlight. Let loose, the bull and religion constitute a 

threat to good breeding both in Mrs. May's herd and within her 

529 
narrow concept of Christianity; thus she seeks throughout the 

story to pen it up. When the twins refuse responsibility for the 

bull, she determines to destroy it, thereby denying the unconscious 

energy from which flow both the sexual and religious impulses—love. 

It is almost mid-day when she drives Greenleaf into the 

pasture: "Birds were screaming everywhere, the grass was almost 

too bright to look at, the sky was an even piercing blue. 'Spring 

is here!' she said gaily" (p. 330). On a May morning, Mrs. May goes 

unconsciously as a bride for a rite of springtime, the imagery of 

nature foreboding in contrast to her enthusiasm; for she is a threat 

530 
to it. After letting Greenleaf out of the automobile and watching 

him drive the bull into the next pasture, encircled by woods, she 

drives to the center of the field to await the return of Greenleaf. 

She sits on the bumper of the car, absorbing the red-hot rays of the 

sun overhead, wondering why she suddenly feels so tired. It is as 

though she is at the mythic center of the world, enervated by the 

531 
presence of the natural forces she has so long denied. After a 

time, forgetful of her knowledge that the bull does not "like" 

automobiles and trucks, a fact she had learned from 0. T. and E. T.'s 

S9Q 530 
^^Burns, p. 161. "̂  "^Muller, p. 83. 
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hired man, she honks the horn to summon Greenleaf. After sitting 

back down on the bumper, she sees the bull coming toward her "at a 

slow gallop, a gay almost rocking gait as if he were overjoyed to 

find her again" (p. 333). In what Louise Cossett calls "a lurid 

532 533 

rite of spring," Mrs. May is "embedded in nature," on the 

horns of the bull: " . . . the bull had buried his head in her lap, 

like a wild tormented lover, . . . One of his horns sank until it 

pierced her heart and the other curved around her side and held her 

in an unbreakable grip . . . and she had the look of a person whose 

sight has been suddenly restored but who finds the light unbearable" 

(p. 333). The "consummation" renders Mrs. May both bride and 

sacrifice in a primitive ritual enacted upon the land she has toiled 

so vigorously to master. John O'Brien interprets the consummation 

as "the beginning of the purgatorial process towards union with 

God," Mrs. May's discovery of her sinfulness and the persistent 

mercy of God initiating her into a vision which will culminate in 
534 

the Beatific Vision. 

Sister Feeley interprets the story as an allegorical repre

sentation of the "new South"—the Greenleafs—rising economically 

with hard work and government aid so that they will eventually displace 

the complacent middle-class Southerners like Mrs. May, who are adrift 

532 
"The Test By Fire," Violence in Recent Southern Fiction 

(Durham; Duke University Press, 1965), p. 86. 
533 

Muller, p. 84. 
534 

"The Un-Christianity of Flannery O'Connor," Listening, 
5 (1971), 74. 
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535 
from a religious heritage. In support of her interpretation, 

Feeley reports that the following passage in Jung's Modern Man In 

Search of a Soul was underlined by O'Connor: 

"And it is just people of the lower social levels who follow the 
unconscious forces of the psyche; it is the much-derided, silent 
folk of the land—those who are less infected with academic 
prejudices than great celebrities are wont to be. All these 
people, looked at from above, present mostly a dreary or 
laughable comedy; and yet they are as impressively simple as 
those Galileans who were once called blessed."536 

Louise Gossett claims that O'Connor's use of violence and death 

emphasizes her view of the universe as "inexorably moral" and that 

a denial of its nature is tantamount to death. Gossett also per

ceives, in the violent impaling of Mrs. May upon the bull's horns, 

a welding together of the hatred of the sons for the mother and her 

537 
own "vulgar pride." Certainly, the hatred and pride are violently 

sacrificed in the punishing fulfillment of the natural forces so 

538 
long denied. The eroticism and indecorous religious fervor of 

Mrs. Greenleaf that was such an outrage to Mrs. May's genteel spirit 

539 
has demanded that God be a vigorous "woo-er." Because Mrs. May's 

spirit is not like that of Mrs. Greenleaf, the consummation seems 

540 
unbearable to Mrs. May—like a rape; but it serves as emphasis 

535 

Flannery O'Connor, p. 94. 

Quoted by Feeley, in Flannery O'Connor, p. 150. 

" T h e Test By Fire," pp. 86-87. 

^^^Asals, p. 326. ^^^Ibid., pp. 322-23. 
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for the "complacent vacuity and spiritual hebetude" that Is now 

invested in the technological South. 

The story also demonstrates the need for Southern women to 

recultivate the rituals of the hearth for the sake of themselves 

and their children, the technological age being so disrupted 

spiritually that the home is all the more depended upon for the 

development of selfless and stable human beings rather than unstable, 

selfish ones. Mrs. May represents the self-sufficient and indepen

dent businesswoman whose attempts at combining a career with mother

hood result in the neglect of her children; while she prepares a 

salt-free diet for one son and sits at the breakfast table in order 

to see that both sons have what they need in the way of food, she 

fails to provide the spiritual nourishment that they require for 

health. She customarily abuses the rites of feeding as she exploits 

her sons' attendance at the table by discussing concerns of business. 

The overturned table, the broken dishes, and the spoiled food 

scattered about the dining room floor represent the perversions of 

the natural feeding rituals and the accompanying destruction of the 

family's sense of well being—all attributable to the "failed" 

Feeder, Mrs. May. The disruption of the natural agrarian relation

ships of the husbandman and the Feeder with the land is registered 

in the disruption of the family harmony. 

541 
Francis J. Smith, "O'Connor's Religious Viewpoint in 

The Violent Bear It Away," Renascence, 22 (1970), 111. 



CHAPTER XV 

MATERIALISM AND THE SOUTHERN FAMILY: 

THE NADIR OF THE FEEDER FUNCTION 

A. "The Life You Save May Be Your Own" 

"The Life You Save May Be Your Own," one of the stories 

published in A Good Man Is Hard To Find in 1953, is a clever little 

work with profound implications in which O'Connor reveals the destruc

tive effect of materialism as it is extended into a rural district. 

The title is, of course, immediately recognizable as that of a 

highway warning erected as part of a national campaign to promote 

the physical safety of motorists and their passengers on American 

highways. As considered within the context of the story, however, 

the warning may be applicable to mobile Americans in a spiritual 

sense. Caution should be exercised in order to ensure the safety 

of the soul in an increasingly materialistic society. 

Robert Drake has written that some of O'Connor's most deadly 

542 
characters are women. As he suggests, woman, conserver of nature 

and guardian of the home, and something of a mediator between earth 

and heaven since one of her kind was the bearer of Love, has tradi

tionally been the perpetuator of the virtues of the human race, 

"The Paradigm of Flannery O'Connor's True Country," 
p. 440. 

369 
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ennobling man and inspiring him in his hours of debasement and weak

ness. For these reasons, Drake says that when woman goes wrong, 

C A O 

"she . . . becomes more terrible a monster than man." Although 

Mrs. Lucynell Crater is not so fully rendered in this story as some 

of the women in O'Connor's later fiction, she is among that group of 

women who participate in hubris in its purest sense—that of Mrs. Cra

ter residing in her passion for her possessions. 

Not only does Mrs. Crater own her farm but she also appears 

to possess all the environs and the heavens above, as the following 

passages indicate: "He [Mr. Shiftlet] came on, at an amble, up her 
544 

road" ; "The old woman watched him with her arms folded across 

her chest as if she were the owner of the sun" (p. 161); "A fat 

yellow moon appeared in the branches of the fig tree as if it were 

going to roost there with the chickens" (p. 163); "The old woman's 

three mountains were black against the dark blue sky and were visited 

off and on by various planets and by the moon after it had left the 

chickens" (p. 164). When Shiftlet says, "'I'd give a fortune to 

live where I could see me a sun do that every evening,'" she 

replies, "'Does it every evening'" (p. 161), as if she might consider 

an offer. 

Mrs. Crater is materialistic, her appetite for things being 

assuaged by the accumulation of possessions and by the exploitation 

5̂ 3 ,, 
Ibid. 
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Flannery O'Connor, "The Life You Save May Be Your Own," 

in Three by Flannery O'Connor, p. 160. Hereafter all quotations 
from this story as well as the following one, "Good Country People," 
will be cited by page to this edition and the spelling and punc
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of another's capability of performing services which increase the 

value of her property. But Mrs. Crater herself is in decay: she 

has lost her teeth and evidently much of her strength, since some of 

the repairs on her place might have been made by a strong woman. 

However, Mrs. Crater is unable to correlate her own loss of physical 

vigor with the deterioration of the matter around her, the death of 

her husband being absolute testimony of the deteirmination of matter. 

Although Mrs. Crater's farm is in "a desolate spot," she 

holds clear title to it (p. 160); her well never goes dry, and her 

house is warm in the winter. She says that her daughter "can sweep 

the floor, cook, wash, feed the chickens, and hoe" and that she 

would not give her up "for a casket of jewels" (p. 163). Obviously, 

Mrs. Crater trusts those things which are tangible; furthermore, to 

her way of thinking, a person is represented by the things that he 

545 

does. Mrs. Crater's sense of the order of things is thus per

ceived as having been perverted because she trusts only that which 

can be perceived by the senses. Sister Feeley says that Mrs. Crater 

546 
is devoid of any openness to mystery. Josephine Hendin says that 

both Mrs. Crater's trust in her little universe and her name asso

ciate her with the organic world in decline, the word crater 

suggesting an abyss or the grave (her husband has already been 

547 
assumed by the earth). Indeed, even Mrs. Crater's face when she 

545 
Hendin, p. 65. 

546 
Flannery O'Connor, p. 30. 

The World of Flannery O'Connor, p. 64. 
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bids "good-bye to Lucynell is obliquely likened to the earth: "Tears 

began to seep sideways out of her eyes and run along the dirty 

creases in her face" (p. 168). 

Despite the accumulations of property cited above, Mrs. Crater 

does not have everything she desires. She lacks a son-in-law; and 

she is "ravenous" for one. Her only child is a feeble-minded deaf 

mute, also named Lucynell. The husband and father of the pair has 

been dead fifteen years when the story begins; and evidently the 

farm and its house have fallen steadily into disrepair without him 

to attend to them. An automobile that also quit running when Crater 

died rusts in the shed, a mute reminder of matter disconnected from 

spirit, since only Crater knew how to operate the vehicle. At 

once, the tramp Shiftlet, who pauses at the farm in the midst of 

his wanderings, desires the old automobile; and, simultaneously, 

Mrs. Crater desires him for a son-in-law. Lucynell becomes the 

disinterested pawn of both tramp and mother in their negotiations. 

Shiftlet, too, is associated with the earth, his eyes being 

"clay-colored" (p. 162); and though he is not—as far as is known— 

a widower, he is an amputee. "'I'm a man . . . even if I'm not a 

whole one,'" he says; "'there ain't a broken thing on this plantation 

that I couldn't fix for you, one-arm jackleg or not'" (p. 164). 

Moreover, he prides himself on possessing "a moral intelligence," 

the quality that he considers to be the distinguishing characteris

tic of mankind. But if Shiftlet means by the phrase a knowledge 

^^^Gosset, "The Test by Fire," p. 87. 
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of right and wrong, he has perverted the characteristic; for he has 

learned how to use morality like any other tool he carries in his 

*- » v . 549 carpenter s kit. 

But whereas Mrs. Crater is firmly attached to the material, 

Shiftlet claims a broader range for himself. He perceives a realm 

of the spirit, as evidenced in his statement that doctors dissecting 

a human body and holding the heart in their hands know no more about 

it than he or Mrs. Crater; furthermore, he says that the body is 

like a house but the spirit is like an automobile, always moving. 

Shiftlet enjoys philosophying in the evenings as he sits on the steps 

of the porch, but Mrs. Crater is practical-minded and not inclined 

to his prattle. For example, when Shiftlet begins his exegesis on 

what man is, "The old woman began to gum a seed. 'What you carry 

in that tin box, Mr. Shiftlet?' she asked. 'Tools,' he said, put 

back. 'I'm a carpenter.' 'Well, if you come out here to work, 

I'll be able to feed you and give you a place to sleep but I can't 

pay. I'll tell you that before you begin,' she said" (p. 162). 

Mrs. Crater is not one to waste anything, even words. Her feeding 

skills, as revealed in her reply and in another instance to be 

considered hereafter, are her cash; her investments reside in her 

daughter and her other property. 

Shiftlet's likeness to Christ is considered in much of the 

criticism of O'Connor's works. A. J. Griffith writes that their 

likeness resides in Shiftlet's moral intelligence, for they both 

p. 304. 

549 
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possess the ability to live the mobile life of the spirit. 

If Shiftlet were to pattern his life after that of Christ's— 

abandon his shiftlessness—his life would be meaningful. Imagery 

of the suffering Christ is infused in the first descriptions of 

Shiftlet: he arrives in a "piercing sunset" and swings both his 

whole and partial arms up "so that they indicated an expanse of 

sky and his figure formed a crooked cross" Cpp- 160-61). He befriends 

Mrs. Crater and Lucynell, sharing chewing gum with the latter and 

teaching her to utter her first word. For Mrs. Crater, he uses his 

skills as a carpenter to restore the farm: in less than a week he 

has roofed the garden house, patched the front and back steps, built 

a new hog pen, and restored a fence. His ultimate achievement is 

the resurrection of the old Ford; in the driver's seat after backing 

the car from its shed, Shiftlet "had an expression of serious modesty 

on his face as if he had just raised the dead" (p. 166). Finally, 

he sheds his blood to satisfy the law and becomes a bridegroom— 

albeit a reluctant one—to innocence. Griffith comments that the 

allegorical correspondences of Christ and Shiftlet—the friendless, 

homeless man who comes into a desolate country to save an empty 

people—achieve an unusual neatness. And that they do; but 

Shiftlet's character is even more finely understood as both a 

crooked Christ and a hesitant believer through the associated impli

cations of his namesake, Thomas, the doubter (who doubted the 

^^\. J. Griffith, "Flannery O'Connor's Salvation Road," 
Studies in Short Fiction, 3 (1966), 332. 

Ibid., p. 331. 
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validity of the Resurrection). Shiftlet doubts the goodness of 

mankind and the virtue of woman. 

In addition to characteristics that compare him with Christ 

and Thomas, Shiftlet possesses still another trait that associates 

him with the spiritual realm: his attraction to light and speed. 

When he discourses on the deceit of man, he suggests a variety of 

552 
evocative pseudonyms for himself : "'How you know my name ain't 

Aaron (meaning "mountain high" or "enlightenment") Sparks, lady, 

and I come from Singleberry, Georgia, or how you know it's not 

George (meaning "farmer") Speeds and I come from Lucy (meaning 

"light"), Alabama, or how you know I ain't Thompson (associated 

with Thomas) Bright from Toolafalls, Mississippi?'" (p. 162). More

over, soon after his arrival, he strikes a match and holds it "as 

if he were studying the mystery of flame while it traveled dangerously 

toward his skin" (p. 162). His affinity for light and motion unite 

in the burning flame to suggest that he perceives behind nature the 

mystery of the supernatural; but his first love is the machine which 

is given mobility as a consequence of ignition, the automobile. He 

is chiefly attracted to and held by the glitter of the things of the 

553 world. The latter affinity is demonstrated by Shiftlet's 

attraction to "part of the automobile bumper that glittered in the 

distance" (p. 163), his scheming to acquire the automobile, and his 

pride of possessiveness once it is his. 

552„ ,. .c Hendin, p. 65. 

^^^Griffith, pp. 332-33. 
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Moreover, except as a means to the attainment of the automo

bile, Shiftlet is oblivious to the genuine glory that exists in the 

Crater household, the innocent Lucynell, whose face and hair are 

likened to the sun. She is "rosy-faced"; her hair is "pink-gold." 

Her eyes are "peacock-blue" even in the dark, the peacock in both 

554 
Christian symbolism and in O'Connor's canon representing Christ. 

She dresses in organdy pastel-colored dresses, symbolic of innocence 

and purity; her mother refers to her as a "baby-doll," and 

Shiftlet calls her a "baby girl." Lucynell first studies Shiftlet 

with her blue eyes through "a triangular door she had made in her 

overturned hair" (p. 163), an image alluding to the trinity and 

omniscience of Christ. Furthermore, both Lucy and Nell mean 

"light." At the Hot Spot, the counter boy's assessment of Lucynell, 

falling asleep on the counter, is indicative of his spiritual propen

sities; for he immediately identifies her as "an angel of Gawd" 

(p. 169). Although Shiftlet comes to Lucynell as her bridegroom, 

and although he teaches her to say her only word, "bird," thereby 

further associating her with the paraclete (when Shiftlet arrives 

at the farm, Lucynell observes him "as if he were a bird that had 

come up very close" [p. 161]), he denies his relationship to the 

Holy Spirit by abandoning her. He denies grace in deference to the 

automobile, which he thinks can carry him anywhere, even beyond the 

Richard Coleman, "Flannery O'Connor: A Scrutiny of Two 
Forms of Her Many-Leveled Art," Phoenix, First Semester (1965-66), 
64-65. 

555^ 
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bonds of responsibilities to others and, it is suggested, beyond the 

need of grace. The automobile serves as an insulator that separates 

him from the threat of nature, he thinks; furthermore, it is his 

means of mobility, and he drives it as fast as it will go, his destina

tion very appropriately being Mobile. However, just as Shiftlet lies 

to others (he has probably misrepresented himself to Mrs. Crater 

throughout the week) in an attempt to swindle them, he attempts to 

con even God himself: "'Oh Lord! . . . Break forth and wash the 

slime from this earth'" (p. 170). Josephine Hendin says that the 

"fantastic raindrops, like tin-can tops" that descend upon the car 

in response to his plea restore him because they are metallic like 

556 
his automobile. The cloud from which they fall, however, is 

"turnip"-shaped; and the peal of thunder behind the raindrops is 

"guffawing," indicating that God is still closely connected with His 

universe and is aware of Shiftlet's duplicity. 

Shiftlet is not the only deceiver, however; for Mrs. Crater 

uses deception with Shiftlet. She says that Lucynell is fifteen or 

sixteen although she is actually nearer thirty. And like Shiftlet, 

Mrs. Crater is involved in self-deception although she ought to know 

better. She tells Shiftlet, "'And I wouldn't let no man have her 

but you because I seen you would do right'" (p. 168). Her hunger for 

a son-in-law who will preserve her landed investments is so perverse 

that she barters away her own child. As Sister Feeley observes. 

The World of Flannery O'Connor, p. 68. 
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Mrs. Crater's spiritual obtuseness is revealed in her exploitation 

of Lucynell for the sake of her own security.^^^ 

As a Feeder, Mrs. Crater corrupts the meaning of food and its 

attendances. She uses it as her cash nexus in pa3nnent for Shiftlet's 

labor; and she haggles over the amount of money she is to provide for 

the wedding trip, finally agreeing upon a certain sum and a packed 

lunch from home to substitute for a meal in a hotel, which Shiftlet 

has demanded: '"I wouldn't marry the Duchesser Windsor . . . unless 

I could take her to a hotel and giver something good to eat'" (p. 166). 

Mrs. Crater responds, "'Lucynell don't even know what a hotel is . . . 

You don't need no money'" (p. 166). Obviously, Lucynell does not 

know what a husband is either, but that fact does not seem to discomfit 

her avaricious mother. The meals which Mrs. Crater serves to Shiftlet 

and the lunch she packs for the wedding trip are not accompanied by 

the natural exchange of regard for one another's lives. Indeed, 

Mrs. Crater warns Shiftlet not to milk her any further, the milk of 

human kindness having disappeared from her veins. Instead of 

establishing a sense of community with her feeding role, Mrs. Crater 

sets up shop. The only conversation that Shiftlet introduces which 

appeals to her is the one in which he compares her dead husband's 

automobile with the cars presently being manufactured on the assembly 

line: "That's why you have to pay so much for a car; you're paying 

all those men. Now if you didn't have to pay but one man, you could 

get you a cheaper car and one that had had a personal interest taken 

Flannery O'Connor, p. 30. 



379 

in it, ̂and it would be a better car. The old woman agreed with him 

that this was so" (p. 165). Mrs. Crater is no Wall Street economist, 

but she approves of any method which enables one product to be 

cheaper than another. 

In the same conversation, both Shiftlet and Mrs. Crater pay 

lip service to "personal interest," an attribute of the former age. 

Shiftlet commends himself on his willingness to take the trouble to 

provide a personal interest in Lucynell so that she learns to speak 

her one word. But the truth of the matter, as demonstrated by 

Mrs. Crater's and Shiftlet's treatment of Lucynell, is that the only 

personal interest which either renders is to himself. 

There is indeed no sense of community or mutual respect in 

the wasteland environment of the Crater homestead. Instead, the 

interests of the technological age have subverted the piety and 

family fidelity formerly represented by the plantation society; 

ironically, Shiftlet refers to the Crater place as the "plantation." 

Mrs. Crater's maternal love has been converted to love of property, 

and with scarcely any hesitation she offers up Lucjmell on the altar 

of the vested interests she shares with a stranger who is merely 

558 
moving through the region. Her tearful farewell and "her fingers 

clenched around the glass" of the automobile's windows suggest that 

she has some residual feelings; but Lucynell's lack of response to 

the gesture—she "looked straight at her and didn't seem to see her 

558 
Charles M. Hegarty, "A Man Not Yet a Whole One: 

Mr. Shiftlet's Genesis," Flannery O'Connor Bulletin, 1 (1972), 33. 



380 

there at all" (p. 168)—indicates the absence of a spiritual connec

tion between the two. 

Shiftlet's malignity is appropriately proven when he abandons 

Lucynell as a "hitchhiker" in the roadside restaurant, an aluminum-

painted edifice named the Hot Spot. Josephine Hendin observes that 

when things get too hot for Shiftlet—when his image of himself as a 

559 
righteous man is about to be threatened—he abandons Lucynell, 

because a marriage is not only a union of heart (love) and blood 

(kinship) but by its very nature a relationship that requires 

attachment, that feature of life which Shiftlet fears the most. Con

sequently, according to Hendin, his calling his own mother an "angel 

of Gawd" before the runaway boy whom he picks up after leaving Lucy

nell in the Hot Spot, assuages any guilt he may feel for deserting 

the women in his life; for angels are not dependent upon mankind for 

their welfare. However, Shiftlet's evasion of Mrs. Crater's 

question "'Are you married or are you single?'" considered within 

the context of his deceitful behavior implies that Shiftlet has 

deserted other women in his mobile and varied life. By his own 

admission and demonstration he has forsaken at least three indivi

duals: his mother, Lucynell, and Mrs. Crater. The fact that the 

paper work and the blood tests preceding his marriage to Lucynell did 

not satisfy him is a further indication that moral obligations imposed 

by law are repugnant to him because they impede his sense of freedom. 

559 
• The World of Flannery O'Connor, p. 67. 

Ibid., p. 68. 
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Shiftlet may be considered to represent the technological 

male who exhibits a degree of sentimentality in regard to a former and 

superior age in which an "angel" begot him but severs his commitment 

to the fundamental institution of any civilization, the family. He 

renounces his rearing (frequently Shiftlet alludes to his not "being 

raised thataway" [p. 163]) in order to pay homage to Henry Ford, the 

Master of the Material. O'Connor writes, "He had always wanted an 

automobile but he had never been able to afford one before" (p. 168). 

However, the price he pays for the old Ford is extravagant; for he 

abandons his innocence in the form of Lucynell to the Hot Spot, an 

obvious allusion to hell. A crooked Christ and a disbelieving 

Thomas, Shiftlet leaves others to shift for themselves, thereby 

denying himself the prize formerly coveted by mankind, union with 

grace. 

The runaway boy, younger than Shiftlet, is representative of 

the technological society even further removed than Shiftlet's and 

Mrs. Crater's generations from the preceding and more spiritual age. 

The boy is devoid of any sentimentality or regard for his mother, 

an indication that the more developed—or as Mrs. Crater would say, 

"advanced"—the age, the less regard for the traditional bonds 

between human beings, especially the familial bonds. Whereas 

Shiftlet and Mrs. Crater evidence a degree of feeling in the "mist" 

and tears of their eyes, the boy is absolutely indifferent; he even 

disregards the convention of "thumbing" for a ride: "The boy didn't 

Muller, p. 67. 
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have his hand raised to thumb the ride, he was only standing there, 

but he had a small cardboard suitcase and his hat was set on his head 

in a way to indicate that he had left somewhere for good" (p. 169). 

And indeed he has left somewhere for good; for the boy is what 

Shiftlet professes to want to be. The boy is unattached matter in 

motion, expecting to be carried onward by the machinery of the age; 

and in seeking a ride he is not disappointed. But when Shiftlet 

attempts to attach the boy to a former era (Shiftlet addresses the 

boy as "son") by his platitudes regarding filial devotion to mothers 

who are "angels of Gawd," the boy strikes through Shiftlet's rhetoric 

in anger: "'You go to the devil! . . . My old woman is a flea bag 

and yours is a stinking pole cat!'" (p. 170) and leaps from the slowly 

moving vehicle. His indictment of the previous generation removes the 

illusions created by the rhetoric to which Shiftlet and Mrs. Crater 

are committed, exposing the depravity of a world stripped of any 

sacred relationship among humanity and between mankind and God. 

Communal life should have a spiritual basis, but the techno

logical society that has developed in the South has effectively 

supplanted the spiritual aspirations of its citizenry with those of 

the material. And like Shiftlet, the existing members of the civil 

organization that has replaced the agrarian folk society are not 

"whole." Shiftlet has said, "'I'm a man, . . . even if I ain't a 

whole one'" and "'There ain't a broken thing on this plantation that 

I couldn't fix . . . one-arm jackleg or not.'" The society which he 

represents is human, too; but it is not whole. It seriously believes 

that it can "fix" anything in need of repair; through scientific 
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know-how it surgically repairs the human heart and by technological 

inventiveness it provides the means of material advancement. Like 

Mrs. Crater, the society trusts its possessions and its ability to 

manipulate human energy, ignoring the fact that in its machinations 

it is bound only for the grave. Mrs. Crater refers to Lucynell as 

her treasure, saying that she would not trade her daughter for a 

casket of jewels; but the casket is a fit receptacle for the world's 

goods, and Mrs. Crater in effect does trade Lucynell for them. 

In contrast to these characters and the young hitchhiker, 

the counter boy at the Hot Spot, with the "greasy rag hung over his 

shoulder," is naturally responsive to the glory of the sleeping 

Lucynell. He is still bound to nature, as his exclamation indicates: 

"'She looks like an angel of Gawd'" (p. 169). Despite the fact that, 

as a surrogate Feeder, he is employed in a commercial eating estab

lishment, the ham and grits that he brings to Lucynell are offered 

up with his innocent expression as symbol of his retention of the bond 

with the supernatural. Lucynell herself, as previously indicated, 

is an expression of the holy incarnated within the corruption of 

matter. She is attracted to Shiftlet, warning him when the burning 

match threatens the safety of his flesh and following him everywhere 

during his stay at her mother's place. Moreover, she has an affinity 

for other forms of nature than mankind; she consumes the food her 

mother packs for their lunch "as soon as they were out of the yard," 

but she plucks the artificial cherries off her hat one by one and 

throws them out the window (p. 168). 
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As the story indicates, Shiftlet and Mrs. Crater are members 

of the transitional generations between the earlier agrarian "Christ-

centered" culture and the modern secular world as represented by the 

runaway boy. The two fail to perceive their own unregenerate state, 

although Shiftlet is among O'Connor's "Christ-haunted" folk. Both 

abandon their innocence (Lucynell) in favor of the world's offerings 

and will be held accountable for their acts. His genuine humility 

in the presence of Lucynell marks the counter boy as their foil, a 

symbol of the possibilities of the union of God and man despite the 

secularity of the age. The runaway boy, on the other hand, repre

sents the state of mankind without that union. 

B. "Good Country People" 

Another of the stories published in A Good Man Is Hard To 

Find in which an amputee and a "perverse" mother are antagonists of 

one another is "Good Country People." In this story, O'Connor, as 

she does in "The Life You Save May Be Your Own," exposes the dete

rioration of the relationships within the family unit and the 

destruction of the system of values traditionally observed in the 

agrarian society by "good country people." The protagonist, Joy 

Hopewell, is in some particulars an intellectual like Rayber; for 

like him, she is a believer in the existence of nothing beyond the 

natural world: "'We are all damned, . . . but some of us have taken 

off our blindfolds and see that there's nothing to see. It's a 

kind of salvation'" (p. 258). Moreover, even the natural world is 

not appealing to her, the least attractive realm of it being the 
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cliche-ridden domain of her mother, which has outraged Joy so 

thoroughly that in regard to it she has "the look of someone who has 

achieved blindness by an act of will and means to keep it" (p. 244). 

Joy's energies are daily expended in efforts to manifest her rejection 

of Mrs. Hopewell's complacency. 

As her name indicates, Mrs. Hopewell is dedicated to the 

c/-2 
pursuit of the good, imposing upon herself a cheerful outlook and 

using other people's bad qualities "in such a way that she never felt 

the lack" of any bad ones of her own (p. 244). Her ability to do the 

latter contributes to the development of a sort of smugness and self-

righteousness within her personality that results in her ordering 

human beings into a system of classes, some of the poor being 

"trash," and some being "good country people" like Mrs. Hopewell's 

hired man's wife, Mrs. Freeman, whom Mrs. Hopewell would never be 

"ashamed to take . . . any\i7here or introduce . . . to anybody they 

might meet" (p. 244). She perceives herself as independent (she 

has divorced her husband long ago), optimistic, patient, polite, and 

hospitable; and Mrs. Hopewell's supreme challenge is her daughter, 

whose deformity she attempts to minimize. Despite her success with 

others, Mrs. Hopewell is unable to manipulate Joy's aberrations into 

a usable commodity. As a result, Mrs. Hopewell prefers to think of 

Joy as a child—a bright one without any sense—rather than as a 

thirty-two year old woman, attempting to coax Joy to do her will 

through aphoristic ploys: "A smile never hurt anyone," "If you can't 

^^ Martin, p. 232, 
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come pleasantly, don't come at all," "Other people have their 

opinions too," and "That's life." 

The supreme symbol of Joy's rejection of what she perceives 

as her mother's vacuity is the legal transformation of her name to 

Hulga; that "her mother had not been able to turn her dust into Joy" 

and that "she had been able to turn it herself into Hulga" (p. 246) 

is the daughter's highest creative act and one of her major triumphs. 

Among Hulga's minor but continuous triumphs are her making stomping 

noises as she walks upon her artificial leg, her habitual wearing of 

a six-year old skirt and a sweat shirt embossed with a faded cowboy 

on a horse, and her sullen demeanor. "Every year she grew less like 

other people and more like herself—bloated, rude, and squint-eyed," 

Mrs. Hopewell thinks; "There was nothing wrong with her face that a 

pleasant expression wouldn't help . . . people who looked on the 

bright side of things would be beautiful even if they were not" 

(p. 247), she believes. 

Mrs. Hopewell is a country woman; but she is a representative 

of the technological society which has replaced the agrarian society. 

In the substitution of technology for the previous, more natural 

culture, the mechanical has subverted the organic patterns of living. 

Mrs. Hopewell is adapting to the new patterns by circumscribing her 

563 
little universe within the walls of prefabricated aphorisms that 

substitute for the traditions formerly providing the support of 

family units. Furthermore, she subscribes to the optimistic ethos of 

Miles, p. 137 



387 

the age (if she were a city woman, she would be a member of a 

"booster" organization); she wants Hulga to be like every other girl 

her age (it tears Mrs. Hopewell's heart that Joy "had never danced a 

step or had any normal good times" [pp. 245-46]), and it occurs to 

her that Joy has been over-educated with her Ph.D. in philosophy 

(the "college experience" being designed merely "to bring one out" and 

to have a good time); she considers religion to be only a matter of 

564 
taste; and she does not wish to be taken for a fool (even though 

she is being proven one at the time). In short, Mrs. Hopewell 

trusts in appearances, conformity, standardization, and the exercise 

of power to distinguish persons from one another in a "common man" 

mass society. 

On her farm, Mrs. Hopewell is a female executive who is 

obliged to practice a layman's knowledge of human psychology in her 

management of others. Because good help is difficult to obtain, the 

recommendation of Mr. Freeman as a good farmer makes Mrs. Hopewell 

desire his services; however, the undasirable reputation Mrs. Free

man has as meddlesome delays for a time her decision to hire the 

couple. Once she hires them, however, Mrs. Hopewell's confidence in 

herself to exercise control through subtle manipulation is proven 

reliable even four years later, chiefly because Mrs. Freeman is very 

much like Mrs. Hopewell. Mrs. Freeman is mechanical, being described 

as having three facial expressions that she uses for "all her human 

564 
Elmo Howell, "The Developing Art of Flannery O'Connor," 

Arizona Quarterly, 29 (1973), 271. 



388 

dealings": neutral, forward, and reverse (p. 243). She seldom uses 

the reverse, the neutral is for the times she is alone, and the 

forward expression for all other times is "steady and driving like 

the advance of a heavy truck. Her eyes never swerved to left or 

right but turned as the story turned as if they followed a yellow line 

down the center of it" (p. 243). Mrs. Hopewell compliments Mrs. Free

man a short while after the couple is employed by telling her, "'You 

know, you're the wheel behind the wheel'" (p. 245), meaning that she 

is quicker than her husband. "'I know it. I've always been quick. 

It's some that are quicker than others'" (p. 245), Mrs. Freeman 

replies, but suggesting that she is quicker than Mrs. Hopewell. 

Thus, as revealed in the preceding passage, both women participate 

in the competitive drive of the technological society which destroys 

genuine human relationships, originality, and individuality. 

In an agrarian folk culture, the bonds between the members 

of the family were firmly established and further linked to the land 

which provided their sustenance. Moreover, as has been described 

in earlier chapters of this study, the nurturing role of the wife 

and mother within a household x̂ as extended further into the cultiva

tion of a sense of spiritual harmony and well being among the family. 

The family was thus united and whole, the husband and children 

returning their love and communion to the Feeder. 

Mrs. Hopewell is not so far removed from the psychological 

accoutrements of the agrarian society but that she craves companion

ship and a sense of unity at her table. Although she is mechanical 

in her housekeeping, rising at the same hour and lighting the gas 
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heaters in hers and Hulga's bedrooms before breakfast, she is human 

in her desire for conversation and fellowship; yet satisfaction at 

meals with Hulga over the years has been denied her, as one example 

indicates: "To her own mother [Hulga] had said—without warning, 

without excuse, standing up in the middle of a meal with her face 

purple and her mouth half full—'Woman! do you ever look inside? Do 

you ever look inside and see what you are not? God!' she had cried 

sinking down again and staring at her plate . . . " (pp. 247-48). 

Mrs. Hopewell remembers well the only remark that had elicited the 

reaction; "'A smile never hurt anyone'" (p. 248). 

And as far as her relationship with the land and a sharing 

of that relationship with Hulga is concerned, Mrs. Hopewell is 

denied the traditional pleasures. When she asks Hulga to accompany 

her on her walks over the fields, ''her remarks were usually so ugly 

and her face so glum that Mrs. Hopewell would say, 'If you can't come 

pleasantly, I don't want you at all,' to which the girl, standing 

square and rigid-shouldered with her neck thrust slightly forward, 

would reply, 'If you want me, here I am—LIKE I AM'" (p. 245). 

Consequently, Mrs. Hopewell turns to Mrs. Freeman after her arrival 

for company in the fields while Hulga—who does not like "dogs or 

cats or birds or flowers or nature or nice young men. She looked 

at nice young men as if she could smell their stupidity" (p. 248)— 

sits "on her neck in a deep chair, reading" (p. 248). 

Mrs. Freeman arrives at the Hopewells' each morning at 

breakfast time, again at noon at dinner time, and often in the 

evening at supper time. Yivs. Hopewell does not invite her to sit 
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at the table or to eat with them. Instead, Mrs. Freeman "would stand 

in the doorway if it were summer but in the winter she would stand 

with one elbow on top of the refrigerator and look down on them, or 

she would stand by the gas heater, lifting the back of her skirt 

slightly. Occasionally she would stand against the wall and roll 

her head from side to side. At no time was she in any hurry to 

leave" (p. 245). Mrs. Hopewell tolerates the disruption of their 

meals in this manner, even conducting business at times, and always 

making conversation with her because Mrs. Hopewell believes that 

"nothing is perfect and . . . in the Freemans she had good country 

people and if . . . in this day and age, you get good country people, 

you had better hang onto them" (p. 245). 

For two reasons Hulga does not terminate Mrs. Freeman's 

intrusion upon their meals: "she had found that it was not possible 

to be rude to her . . . a direct attack, a positive leer, blatant 

ugliness to her face—these never touched her" (p. 246); and 

Mrs. Freeman saves Hulga from taking walks with her mother. However, 

Hulga displays her resentment by stumping into the kitchen, glancing 

at both women but not speaking, and by turning her back to them while 

she boils her eggs. 

As these examples indicate, the traditional rituals connected 

with feeding in the Hopewell household have been destroyed. Since 

the Hopewells have no male members of the family for whom to provide 

meal service, their patterns of eating have become disoriented; for 

example, they eat in the kitchen rather than in the dining room if 

there is no guest because it is easier to do so, thereby placing 
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themselves within the jurisdiction of Mrs. Freeman, who expects to 

be invited in upon her appearance at the door. Moreover, because the 

mother and daughter are so alienated from one another, the meals are 

disunited, Hulga preparing her own breakfast a few minutes after her 

mother has sat down to table with her own; and often the conversa

tion, whether or not it involves Mrs. Freeman, is marked by subtle 

innuendoes or open hostility. On the one occasion in which a guest 

appears for a meal within the story, Hulga refuses to look at the 

guest (Manley Pointer), placing the responsibility of conversation 

upon her mother. Because Mrs. Hopewell "felt she had always to 

overflow with hospitality to make up for Joy's lack of courtesy" 

(p. 251), her graciousness is excessive, and the Bible salesman 

remains two hours after dinner, talking about himself, his family, and 

his call to "Chrustian service." Hulga abandons Mrs. Hopewell as 

soon as she clears the table because she had earlier told her mother— 

when she checked the vegetables cooking on the stove—to "'Get rid 

of the salt of the earth . . . and let's eat'" (p. 250), indicating 

her unwillingness to include Pointer in the meal. 

The disintegration of the feeding processes within her family 

is symptomatic of the disorder within Mrs. Hopewell. She has retained 

the agrarian respect for manners: she perceives herself as being 

patient, polite, and hospitable; furthermore, she subscribes to the 

democratic theory of equality adhered to in the technological age at 

the same time that she distinguishes definite class divisions. The 

consequence is that she feels compelled to play the role of the lady 

and the egalitarian at the same time. For example, when the traveling 
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salesman, Manley Pointer, arrives with his satchel of Bibles, she 

mutters, "'Well, come in,' . . . none too pleased because her dinner 

was almost ready" (p. 249); and after listening to him for a few 

moments, she stands up saying, "'Well, young man, I don*t want to 

buy a Bible and I smell my dinner burning*" (p. 250). At that point 

Pointer intimidates her with his remark, "'People like you don't 

like to fool with country people like me'" (p. 250). Helplessly, 

Mrs. Hopewell falls back on her aphorisms, "'Why!' she cried, 'good 

country people are the salt of the earth! Besides, we all have 

different ways of doing, it takes all kinds to make the world go 

* round. That's life!'" Pointer replies, "'You said a mouthful'" 

(p. 250); and that she did. It is a mouthful of vacuous but contra

dictory premises which indicate that Mrs. Hopewell is hopelessly 

disoriented in the technological age. But Pointer's evident confirma

tion of her declaration leads her to more inanity: "'Why, I think 

there aren't enough good country people in the world!' she said, 

stirred. 'I think that's what's wrong with it!'" When she excuses 

herself to check her dinner and hears Hulga's command to get rid of 

Pointer, she replies, "'^ can't be rude to anybody'" (p. 250) and 

invites him to stay for lunch. Her courtesy is rewarded by Pointer's 

dull and lengthy visit, in which he recounts the gruesome details of 

his father's death, which Hulga at least has the good sense to 

avoid. 

The disrupted meals, the intrusion of conversations dominated 

by people without the family unit, and the sundering of the bonds 

of respect between Hulga and her mother are symbolic of the disorder 
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generated in the technological age. The disorder produces an 

identity crisis within Mrs. Hopewell that, in turn, obviates her 

ability to perform as a Feeder is expected to perform. She surren

ders her control of the meals to outside representatives upon whom 

she depends for labor and those who threaten damage to her self-

esteem. Daily, Mrs. Hopewell, the owner of the farm and mistress of 

the household, is subverted by Mrs. Freeman, "the wheel behind the 

wheel." Ironically, Mrs. Hopewell has brought the loss of power upon 

herself; for learning of Mrs. Freeman's propensities for "being into 

everything," she decides that "she would not only let her be into 

everything, she would see to it that she was into everything—she 

would give her the responsibility of everything, she would put her 

in charge" (p. 244). 

Mrs. Hopewell's farm is a microcosm of the nation and her 

exploitation at the hands of Mrs. Freeman and Manley Pointer are 

representative of the technological and economic exploitation of the 

individual within his home because the individual will not affirm 

his own rights, fearing to injure those who are, instead, damaging 

his own integrity. Moreover, the individual is indebted to technology 

and business for the "progress" (his material possessions and his 

comfort) that he has achieved, and fears ruin if he is obliged to 

live without them. The farmer who provides a reference for Mr. Free

man has asserted his independence; in the telephone interview with 

Mrs, Hopewell, he says that Mrs. Freeman has "'got to be into every

thing . . . If she don't get there before the dust settles, you can 

bet she's dead, that's all. She'll want to know all your business. 
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I can stand him real good . . . but me nor my wife neither could have 

stood that woman one more minute on this place'" (p. 244). Thus the 

farmer (Mr. Freeman) wed to machine technology (Mrs. Freeman) is 

intolerable to the unnamed farmer who speaks with Mrs. Hopewell. 

She herself finds the combination a necessary evil; but she "looks 

on the bright side" and instead of putting a brake on Mrs. Freeman, 

she provides the fuel that powers her. 

Mrs. Hopewell is thus another "failed" Feeder, her management 

of the farm's hired help through the years having consumed the energy 

which the agrarian Feeder formerly devoted to her family. Because 

Hulga's weak heart has prevented her making an independent life for 

herself elsewhere, she has turned from the physical world to an 

abstract one, the physical one as it exists being contemptible to 

her. The physical world is represented by the superficial know

ledge of her mother and her materialism (her alignment with the 

technological realm); the fascination for the perverse that Mrs. Free

man evinces (she has "a special fondness for the details of secret 

infections, hidden deformities, assaults upon children" [p. 246]); 

and her own infirmities (at ten she suffered the amputation of her 

leg as a result of a hunting accident, and as already mentioned, her 

weak heart determines that her life will be unnaturally brief). Her 

inability to relate to Mrs. Hopewell is a condition which has been 

cultivated over a period of time as each woman applies herself to 

her personal concerns. The ensuing schism has resulted in the 

Hendin, p. 70. 
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destruction of love and concern for one another; instead, each is 

intent on making the other see herself as seen by the opposite. Only 

Hulga achieves sight in the story; but the illumination that she 

achieves is not the aphoristic "Pretty is as pretty does" knowledge 

of Mrs. Hopewell. 

In addition, Hulga's philosophical education has contributed 

to her separation from those around her. Her lost limb, however, 

is the inciting force which leads to her adoption of atheism; for 

the loss of part of her natural being creates a greater degree of 

self-awareness in Hulga than is normal for the physically intact 

person. The assxamption of an artificial limb and a false name 

are preliminary acts which lead to Hulga's adoption of a false 

philosophy. She is sensitive about her prosthesis—"as sensitive 

about the artificial leg as a peacock about his tail. No one ever 

touched it but her. She took care of it as someone else would his 

soul, in private and almost with her own eyes turned away" (p. 259). 

As Manley Pointer states, it is what makes Hulga different; further

more, Hulga uses her false leg, name, and beliefs as a weapon against 

the consummate cheerfulness of her mother. She seeks to negate the 

mother-child relationship (which Mrs. Hopewell intensifies by con

tinuing to treat her as a child) by denying the name and the 

Martin, p. 174. 

567 
Henry Taylor, "The Halt Shall Be Gathered: Physical 

Deformity in the Fiction of Flannery O'Connor," Western Humanities 
Review, 22 (1968), 328. 



396 

personality associated with it that Mrs. Hopewell has given to 

568 
her. With her assumed name, Hulga identifies herself with Vulcan 

because she is lame and ugly and because she wishes to believe herself 

569 
God-like in capability so that she can control her environment. 

And although she expresses contempt for the natural doings of 

Mrs. Freeman's daughters, Hulga covets the harmonious life of a whole 

individual; denied it, she expresses scorn for other young women 

and their more natural activities. 

Hulga's personal losses in the realm of the physical, 

beginning when she is ten, are psychically disorienting to her; but 

Mrs. Hopewell is not equipped to bring Hulga to a healthful recon

ciliation with her deformity, for Mrs. Hopewell minimizes it and 

believes that Hulga could too if she would: "if she would only keep 

herself up a little, she wouldn't be so bad looking," Mrs. Hopewell 

thinks (p. 247). Furthermore, the attention that Mrs. Hopewell is 

obliged to give to the farm and the hired hands (she averages one 

tenant family each year before she hires the Freemans) in order to 

provide hers and Hulga's living further disassociates her from 

Hulga. 

Thus, because Hulga is bright, she achieves through her 

education an intellectual reconciliation to her deformity that is, 

as she calls it, "a kind of salvation" (p. 258) by rejecting the 

organic world and consigning herself to the sterility of the abstract. 

^^^Anneliese Smith, "O'Connor's 'Good Country People,'" 
Explicator, 33 (1974), Item 30. 

Ibid. 
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a belief in nothing. Her reference to Malebranche, '"We are not our 

own light!'" (p. 248), indicates that she has adopted his belief that 

the body has no power over the mind; but in actuality her maimed body 

has shaped her identity, turning her "joy" into dust and making her 

a mimic Vulcan, the end of Beauty. Aware of the theory of grace, 

she relegates the Bible to the attic and perceives the hypocrisy of 

many Christians as a sign of their covert atheism. In this manner, 

her intellectuality creates for her a philosophy of negative Plato-

nism which saves her from despair and promotes a personal sense of 

superiority over the "good country people" among the red hills where 

Hulga is forced by her circumstances to make her home. 

Hulga is the daughter of a new intellectual age, an age of 

science and technology, of materialism and economic exploitation. 

Her natural leg has been destroyed in a hunting accident and an arti

ficial one, created by science, substituted for it. It is possible 

to conceive of Hulga and her mother as the victimized generations 

which stand between the agrarian folk society and the civil society 

which followed it; for the great "hunt" in the South for natural 

resources and cheap labor wasted much of nature and mankind in the 

development of industrial and commercial enterprises. Moreover, 

the chief concern as registered by O'Connor, is the destruction of 

the natural belief that man requires redemption. In this association. 

Hendin, p. 72. 
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of course, the natural underpinning of Hulga, her faith, has been 

destroyed; and the educational institutions, reinforced by the 

technological ethos within society, have fashioned for her an artifi

cial faith, a faith in nothing, which she has adopted. (In this 

sense, Hulga is a female Rayber whose health does not permit her to 

teach her acquired faith to others as Rayber does; but she desires 

to convert Pointer to her belief.) Hulga's assumed faith is the 

result of study; she has spent her life developing her mind, and 

572 
thus her heart is weak. 

Pointer too professes to have a weak heart; and he has lost 

a part of his extended identity—his father, whom he says "'was 

practically not recognizable'" after being "'almost cut in two'" 

(p. 251) . Pointer professes the desire to become a missionary 

"'because he thought that was the way you could do most for people. 

He who losest his life shall find it'" (p. 251). Moreover, Pointer 

professes an interest in the natural world: '"I like to walk in the 

woods and see what Mother Nature is wearing. O'er the hills and 

faraway. Pic-nics and things'" (p. 255). Because Pointer is identi

fiable with Hulga in his having a weak heart and his having suffered 

physical loss, he may also be associated with the generation of 

Southerners who inherit the crippled religious ethos, deprived as it 

were of full knowledge of and life with the Father. However, while 

Pointer professes the traditional faith of his agrarian predecessors, 

it is a faith that he shortly reveals to be as false as Hulga's 
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wooden leg. His affinity for nature is readily understood when he 

says, "'I been believing in nothing ever since I was born!'" 

(p. 261), a reference to his identity as natural man. Obviously, 

the two parts of his father that are nearly sundered are symbolic 

of the head and heart; and although Pointer sells Bibles and pro

fesses to be a "Chrustian," he has inherited only the "head" of his 

father, the "brains." His final words to Hulga are '"You ain't so 

smart. I been believing in nothing ever since I was born!'" Walter 

Shear calls Pointer inhuman because he values nothing human; further

more. Shear perceives him as a wasteland figure doomed to believe in 

-u- 573 nothing. 

On the picnic with Pointer, as Hulga is forced to encounter 

her environment without her false leg, her "brain seemed to have 

stopped thinking altogether and to be about some other function that 

it was not very good at" (p. 260). Repeatedly, when she demands 

that Pointer give her back the wooden leg, he replies, "'Leave it 

off for a while. You got me instead'" (p. 260). And within his 

economy, one is as good as the other, both equally false. Moreover, 

he intends to show her exactly how "miraculous" she may find her 

life within his. As Hulga pleads for her leg. Pointer opens the 

satchel, producing a false Bible that contains a flask of whiskey, 

a pack of pornographic playing cards, and a box of prophylactics that 

he arranges "one at a time in an evenly-spaced row, like one 
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Walter Shear, "Flannery O'Connor: Character and 
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presenting offerings at the shrine of a goddess" (p. 260). Deprived 

of her artificial eyes—her glasses—Hulga is forced to see things 

close up instead of from a distance. Moreover, without her false 

leg, symbol of her intellectually derived faith in no faith, Hulga is 

dependent upon her weak heart for her knowledge. "Her voice," 

O'Connor writes, "had an almost pleading sound. 'Aren't you, . . . 

aren't you just good country people?'" (p. 260); and without any 

props of intellectualism, Hulga sounds just like her mother, depend

ing upon handy aphorisms for ballast. Hulga's inquiry is the murmur 

of faint hope, evidence of an interior struggle against despair, 

a despair that is greater than any former despair because Hulga has 

been on the threshhold of an innocent world where she would discover 

meaning. The basis of that coveted world of course is love; but 

Pointer's gifts to Joy-Vulcan (as conceived by Anneliese Smith) are 

perversions of love and the Word of God which embodies love. His 

Bible is hollowed out so that it will serve as a container for the 

symbols of profane and perverted love. 

Sister Feeley considers Pointer's assumption of the role of 

a Bible salesman as the central perversion in the story. Pointer 

reducing the Bible to a commercial product, and using it to 

exploit his customers for his own satisfaction. Mrs. Hopewell feeds 

his physical hunger; and Pointer anticipates that Hulga will feed 

his carnal appetite, as indicated by his remarks after he produces 
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^'^^Ibid., p. 23. 
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his emblems of perverted love. He tells her, "'Come on now, let's 

begin to have us a good time . . . We ain't got to know one another 

good yet*" (p. 260). And as he begins to pack up his emblems, he 

asks, "'What's the matter with you all of a sudden? . . . You just 

a while ago said you didn't believe in nothing. I thought you was 

some girl!'" (p. 260). 

Pointer's natural attraction to women whose abnormalities 

mark them vulnerable is indicative of the devil's attraction to the 

unholy, those whose lack of spiritual health or wholeness renders 

them subject to his enthrallment. Wendell Berry traces the family 

of words belonging to health: heal, whole, wholesome, hale, hallow, 

holy, words which suggest that the body of man is not distinct from 

576 

the soul. This truth becomes Hulga's as she discovers the empti

ness of her being without the prop of her identity, her false 

atheism. Pointer's theft of her "soul" (her wooden leg) is an act 

that revokes love, the essence of life necessary for health, and 

578 
it exemplifies how her unholy philosophy has carried away her soul. 

The act at once is enlightening and humbling, for Hulga is pro

gressively divested of her eye-glasses, her false leg, and finally 

579 
her disbelief, a divestment which leaves her dependent and forces 

her to be patient. Like Vulcan, she must find a niche among her own 

580 
creatures. 

The Unsettling of America, p. 103. 

^''^Hendin, p. 74. ^^^Martin, p. 143. ^^^Muller, p. 27. 
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While on her journey with Pointer, Hulga, as other questing 

heroes, discovers her place in creation and is left on the threshhold 

of salvation from both pride and despair. After Hulga expresses her 

weak hope, "'Aren't you just good country people?'" she perceives 

the evil which exists in Pointer as he carries away a talisman of 

his conquest to add to his collection; and she is left, "sitting on 

the straw in the dusty sunlight" (p. 261). Hulga's testing site is 

a bam, filled with hay and dust and illuminated by the sunlight, 

from which she watches Pointer "'disappear down the hole'" [the 

opening to the loft], his '"figure struggling successfully over the 

green speckled lake'" (p. 261). The image of dust in the sunlight 

evokes an awareness of the metaphysical relationship of man and God, 

the light of the divine embracing the dust from which God created 

man; moreover, as Pointer divests Hulga of her atheism, he is trans

formed into a divine instrument by forcing Hulga to face the truth 

of her lack of wholeness. As the distorted vision of Hulga suggests, 

he is a savior of sorts, struggling across a meadow with the appearance 

581 

of a man walking on water. 

Allegorically, as has been suggested, the story illustrates 

the deteriorating effects upon society—particularly the family—as 

the technological organization subverts the agrarian; the encroachment 

of the mechanical (Mrs. Freeman), the commercial (Pointer), the 

scientific intellectuality (Hulga), and the passive consumerism 

(the Feeder as represented by Mrs. Hopewell) upon the South is 

581^ , 
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destructive to the wholeness and health of the family and the indivi

dual. It is destructive because it eliminates the rituals, ceremonies, 

and rites—like those of meal-taking, but more conclusively, the 

observances of religion—that provide safe passage from dependent 

childhood into responsible and independent maturity. Mrs. Freeman 

and Pointer are associated with one another by their fascination for 

aberrations, and both are difficult to get rid of once they are 

indulged, as Mrs. Hopewell discovers. Moreover, mankind hopes for 

the attainment of his good by associating with technology, machinery, 

and scientific "know how." Pointer says that he thinks that his 

"'Chrustian service'" is the way to do most for people; but as he is 

exposed, he is a representative of the commercial world—product 

advertising included—claiming to provide a service that everyone 

needs while he is in truth serving only himself ('"I hope you don't 

think . . . that I believe in that crap! I may sell Bibles but I 

know which end is up and I wan't born yesterday and I know where 

I'm going!'" [p. 261]). As his name indicates. Pointer is the 

perverted man of business who signals the chief concern of man, 

self-interest; and as O'Connor proves, uncontrolled self-interest is 

demonic. 

O'Connor's story may be taken as a warning that mass man is 

in danger of losing his soul unless he looks at his environment 

close up, recognizes his place in the Creation, and gives up his 

falseness. Otherwise, his soul is lost and his body and mind in 

bondage to the Pointers and Mrs. Freemans who are already within his 

own doors. The grossness and insensitivity of Mrs. Hopewell, 
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Mrs. Freeman, and Pointer clash with the hypersensitivity of 

582 
Hulga; but the extreme violence of Hulga's clash with Pointer 

prepares her to receive grace. Mrs. Hopewell, insensitive and blind 

as she is and despite the fact that she does not resist the envelop

ment of the technological culture, is likened to Hulga through the 

aphorisms that she uses repeatedly and that Hulga falls back upon in 

her distress; therefore, it is apparent that Mrs. Hopewell yet is 

capable of achieving wholeness. A shock of violence like that which 

Hulga receives might liberate her from her pride and make her truly 

patient, hospitable, and polite. She might then re-cultivate the 

duties and generosities embodied by the Feeder. Manners in that 

instance would have substance and meaning; they would be virtues. 

Leon Driskell and Joan T. Brittain have observed that the 

epigraph O'Connor included for the short-story collection that 

contains "Good Country People," "The dragon is by the side of the 

road, watching those who pass. Beî are lest he devour you. We go 

to the Father of souls, but it is necessary to pass by the dragon" 

(p. 128), evokes numerous interpretations. In this story, the 

dragon takes on the mechanical forms of a fast-moving society that 

583 
is not going anywhere unless it reaches the truth. The dragon 

is a materialistic society that threatens the lives of present and 

future generations. Only one family in the story appears to have 

the wisdom to recognize the danger of the dragon without the aid of 
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violence: the unnamed farmer and his wife who provide a reference to 

Mrs. Hopewell for the Freemans but warn of Mrs. Freeman's meddlesome

ness. The unnamed farm couple are the authentic free men in the 

story; for they possess the grace that permits them safe passage 

beyond the dragon. They expel the Freemans for their souls' sake. 

Hulga and Mrs. Hopewell require an intervenor for their safe passage; 

and Hulga is provided one in Manley Pointer. Montgomery compares 

Hulga's epiphany to that of Dante's: as Virgil and Beatrice intervene 

to provide grace to add to Dante's intelligence in order to produce 

understanding. Pointer's violent unmasking of Hulga produces her 

584 
understanding. Montgomery's theory can be expanded by including 

Mrs. Freeman: the unholy machinations of Mrs. Freeman and Manley 

Pointer through the beneficence of grace (the dusty sunlight) 

transform Hulga's warped intelligence into understanding. Pointer 

tells Hulga he was born believing in nothing; but some fortunate 

persons, like the unnamed farm couple, are born believing in some

thing, discover what the something is, and refuse to be divested of 

it, living daily by their understanding. Their numbers grow smaller 

and their identities, as O'Connor indicates, less significant in a 

world predominantly materialistic. 

Mrs. Hopewell's short-sightedness is abundantly demonstrated 

in the story; for she trusts that which ought not to be trusted, 

failing to provide a sense of well being for her daughter, whose 

584 
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"soul"—her natural leg—has been destroyed by the material ethos 

to which the mother subscribes. Fortunately for Hulga, Grace is 

still available to those who are capable of cutting through the 

falsity of the age. 



CHAPTER XVI 

SUMMARY AND CRITIQUE: THE FEEDER AS MIRROR, 

SYMBOL, AND TECHNICAL DEVICE 

As has been demonstrated in the foregoing pages, the Feeder, 

and frequently her substitute, the surrogate Feeder, have played an 

important role in the fiction of William Faulkner and Flannery 

O'Connor dealing with Southern life as it has been gradually trans

formed through the disruptive times of the Civil War and Reconstruc

tion, and the impact on all aspects of life by the Industrial Revolu

tion, from a dominantly agrarian folk culture to one of sophisticated 

civil structure. In a very special sense the Feeder has served as a 

unique mirror which has been employed by these authors to capture, in 

microcosm as it were, in sharp precise detail, the decline of human 

values and institutions which they saw occurring in their beloved 

South. In a sense, in their usage, the Feeder has in addition taken 

on the qualities of a symbol: particularly of the role played by the 

family as an institution in the Southern social structure; for it is 

by observing the status of the Feeder, her vigor and power in the 

pursuit of her basic tasks, or her negligence in these duties, or 

her decline in importance under changed social conditions, or her 

displacement from her position by others, either individuals—a Negro 

female servant, for instance—or commercial institutions: boarding 

407 
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houses, restaurants, quick-order lunch counters—that one can best 

perceive how the family of which she is the center has fared. As 

the Feeder has gone, so, symbolically, has the family. For even 

where the familial environment has been hostile in Faulkner's and 

O'Connor's representation of it, the Feeder, as reflected in their 

fiction, has been shown as a resisting force to the disintegrating 

structure of the family in the contemporary South. 

Again, the Feeder, as represented by Faulkner and O'Connor, 

has been the chief repository for the human values sustaining and 

enriching, through the family, human life. Although these are 

perhaps most properly those values of the familial structure, it is 

the Feeder who actually epitomizes them and makes them clearly 

visible. Particularly to suggest such values during the periods of 

decline and disintegration of Southern development, Faulkner and 

O'Connor, as will be shown shortly, employ the Feeder motif. 

Since human values, and their sustainment, are inextricably 

bound up in the work of Faulkner and O'Connor thematically, as a 

part of the motivation of their art, their novels and stories are 

consequently controlled by thematic emphasis, and their plots, 

perhaps, are best catalogued as theme plots. Moreover, this integra

tion of theme and plot design involves as well the whole question of 

characterization and the degree to which the Feeder role functions 

in Faulkner's and O'Connor's fiction in its creation. 

Because of the central position of the Feeder, already 

demonstrated in the fiction under consideration, she automatically 
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becomes in effect an important technical device in these three areas 

of the novelist's art. 

Within Faulkner's fiction. Granny Millard serves as one of 

his universal mirrors for the traditional Feeder of the ante-bellum 

agrarian South—the wife or mother at the center of an integrated 

family—^who, with the aid of black servants, particularly that of 

Louvinia, provides all of the nourishment required for the family's 

health and survival; in addition, her own spiritual warmth and com

panionship contribute to the development of a sense of well being 

within the family itself and, to a considerable degree, among the 

servants as well. Granny assumes the position of Feeder in the 

Sartoris household at some point in time before the beginning of the 

novel in which she appears, obviously in the place of the wife of 

Colonel John, who dies in childbirth. Granny thus mirrors those 

incidences among Southern families whose female relatives, possessing 

the skills of the Feeder, absorb their kindred's families when death 

removes the original Feeder. In much the same way. Aunt Jenny 

performs in the Sartoris household after Granny's death and after 

Colonel John's "new" wife, Drusilla, refuses to undertake the 

responsibilities of the Feeder. On Drusilla's abnegation of the role 

of Feeder, the black woman, Louvinia, trained as assistant to Granny, 

assumes the feeding tasks within Sartoris in the interim before 

Aunt Jenny's arrival. This instance reflects in fictional terms 

similar occurrences within the households of Southerners in the 

ante-bellum era which, for various reasons, upon the demise of a 
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Feeder, were required to rely upon domestic servants rather than upon 

female kindred for the fulfillment of traditional feeding tasks. 

In Faulkner's fiction. Granny's valorous behavior during the 

Civil War with regard to her family and the larger community to 

which her household is bound is also reflective of the resiliency and 

strength of actual Confederate women, whose feeding and nursing 

capacities were represented by women experienced in the Feeder role. 

The ingenuity and bravery of Granny Millard, along with her unselfish 

generosity, demonstrate some of the best qualities associated with 

actual Southern women, who were required during the war to sustain the 

lives of their dependents, servants, and any hungry and less capable 

members of the community, particularly the very poor or the weak. 

The lawlessness in which Granny participates in The Unvanquished, 

though dramatic and to some degree exaggerated, is also reflective 

of factual unlawful acts performed by Confederate women during war

time for the purpose of sustaining life. 

In a similar manner, the activities of Aunt Jenny after the 

war, as recorded both in The Unvanquished and Sartoris, mirror 

attempts made in real life by actual Feeders to reinstate both family 

harmony and the individual integrity of their kin among the Southern 

households, actions which in essence represent a return to the old 

"human verities" that Faulkner perceived the South as possessing 

before the Civil War. These attempts are additionally mirrored in 

The Unvanquished by those fictional "guardians" of the hearth and 

home, Mrs. Habersham, Mrs. Compson, Aunt Louisa, and by the other 

matriarchs of Jefferson and its environs, who force Drusilla to wear 
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dresses again and to marry Sartoris. But even though Drusilla is 

"defeated" by the Feeders with regard to her dress and her marriage, 

they do not touch her soul, as it were; for her heart is dissociated 

from the Feeding role, her feminine impulses having been corrupted by 

the war. Drusilla represents among Southern women those original 

impulses away from the home, her connection with the ballot box on 

her wedding day implying the development of the "liberated" female 

in the South, the one who would join with Northern sisters to cam

paign for enfranchisement and thereafter for other women's rights. 

After the turn of the century, in Sartoris, Aunt Jenny per

sists in the traditional patterns of the ante-bellum Feeder as she 

ministers to her clan: to old Bayard and young Bayard; but she is 

compromising with some of the emblems of a technological society. 

For example, she disregards the services of the family doctor and 

long-time friend. Dr. Peabody, in the treatment of old Bayard's wen; 

instead, she favors the services of the modern physician and relative 

newcomer to Jefferson, Dr. Alford, and his Memphis consultant and 

specialist. Dr. Brandt. Furthermore, while Aunt Jenny disdains the 

kind of feeding that Caroline White Sartoris had accomplished—the 

serving of delicatessen food on paper plates along with the wedding 

silver to a group of frivolous-sounding young women who '"ought to've 

been at home, seeing about supper'" (Sartoris, p. 59)—she has, 

herself, absorbed the ritual of the bridge party with its accompanying 

frivolity and insubstantial sandwiches. Thus, though she resists 

many of the anti-traditional impulses of the age, her ambivalency 

with regard to the encroachments of modern patterns of behavior render 
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her less effective than she has formerly been in her ability to 

provide a sense of well being for her family. She frequently quarrels 

with old Bayard, and she is incapable of dominating young Bayard. 

For these reasons. Aunt Jenny, as she appears in Sartoris, reflects 

the diminishing effectiveness of the Feeder in the South during the 

early part of the twentieth century, an era in which in real life, 

individuals began to become dissociated from their siblings and 

parents, their psychic wholeness being sundered by the deteriorating 

conditions of the family, but chiefly because of the diminishment of 

value outside the home rather than within it, a traditional Feeder 

yet attending to the family's daily and special feeding rituals with 

the assistance of a black servant. 

The surrogate Feeders who appear in Sartoris—Henry MacCallum 

and the proprietor of the restaurant located on the town square. 

Deacon—reflect additional altering patterns of society. The substi

tution of a male Feeder within a household of males reflects the 

development of households under the auspices of one parent rather 

than two, with a concomitant crossing of traditional sexual boundaries; 

for example, Henry MacCallum maintains the rites conventionally 

belonging to a female Feeder. Moreover, the appearance of a commer

cial Feeder whose services are rendered in the heart of the town 

reflects the developing urban patterns in the South, wherein meals 

that were formerly taken at home during the day were replaced by 

meals offered by professional food-servicing agencies for a price. 

The popularity of the restaurant also replaces that of its percursor— 

the country store—and its place in the community, the congenial. 
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relaxed atmosphere of the latter being replaced by the haste and 

comparative impersonality of the former. A vivid contrast between 

the town's restaurant in Sartoris may be drawn with the country 

store as it appears briefly in Light In August to suggest the altering 

patterns of the Southern milieu; the almost frantic haste of Deacon, 

the impersonality of diners, and the near eruption of violence within 

the former are starkly contrasted with the convivial atmosphere 

shared by the farmers on the "heelgnawed" porch of the latter. Also 

in Light In August, the motley assortment of "frictionsmooth" lunch 

counters is contrasted with the boarding house, the latter still 

retaining vestiges of human Feeder resources in its proprietor. 

Together the lunch counters and boarding house reflect the increasing 

mobility and urbanism of the South, its citizens becoming more and 

more dependent upon commercial services with regard to feeding and 

lodging in an increasingly industrialized milieu. 

The surrogate Feeder appearing in The Sound and the Fury, 

the Negro matriarch, Dilsey Compson, mirrors the occurrence in the 

South of the dedicated family servant skilled in the Feeder role, 

who substitutes for the wife or mother in the family, who for one 

reason or another does not perform the duties traditionally considered 

to be hers, chiefly those of mothering and Feeding the family. 

Mrs. Compson denies her obligation to motherhood and Feeding with 

regard to her family, instead placing the family's well being under 

the auspices of Dilsey, who embodies the most admirable qualities of 

her historical counterparts in the South, including those of Faulkner's 

own "Mammy Callie." In the real South, these domestic servants. 
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daughters or granddaughters often of "house slaves" in the ante

bellum South, were richly endowed by their heritage for the fulfill

ment of Feeding rituals and the cultivation of a large measure of 

social well being in their white households. They exemplified an 

estimable degree of managerial expertise, also, with regard to their 

own households, balancing two families' requirements simultaneously. 

Chiefly by their fidelity, the surrogate Feeders represented by 

Dilsey contributed to the preservation of the home in the South for 

a period of time, though their skills might be insufficient to stem 

indefinitely the forces of a disintegrating society, a society which 

consequently lacked the spiritual well being formerly associated with 

the South in the ante-bellum culture. 

This phenomenon is particularly clear in the fiction of 

O'Connor, which is populated with disintegrated familes, at whose 

center is a "failed Feeder," either a female or male adult who is 

responsible for the nurturing of his offspring or other members of 

his family. The crass secularism of the technological and industrial 

South, having wreaked its wrongs upon the family by the imposition of 

the mechanical, the scientific, and the commercial, has either per

verted the impulses of the person who should be able to cultivate 

the Feeding role or diverted him from the tasks that are rightfully 

his. Only a remnant of Feeders, in the traditional meaning of the 

word, persist in their duties; and they are misunderstood and trans

formed into grotesques by their society's hostility with regard to 

their traditional behavior. Old Mason Tarwater, though a surrogate 



415 

Feeder, is perhaps O'Connor's best representation of the traditional, 

but warped. Feeder in the modern South, who refuses to compromise 

with the secularity of the age. 

The remainder of the fictional parents depicted in O'Connor's 

stories under scrutiny in this study typify the degradation of the 

Feeder, as well as the failure of feeding rituals to provide a sense 

of well being among the individuals of family units who are attached 

to an industrialized milieu. For example, the surrogate Feeder 

George Rayber relies on processed foods and commercial feeding estab

lishments to nourish his family; furthermore, he abuses meal time by 

converting it into lecture sessions intended to convert young Tarwater 

to a rational philosophy that rejects the supernatural altogether. 

Mrs. May and Mrs. Hopewell similarly abuse the rites of feeding, the 

former so dominating table talk with business matters that she 

estranges herself from her two sons; and the latter permitting the 

disruption of meals by outside forces, notably representatives of 

the mechanical and commercial realms of a secular culture. Mrs. Lucy

nell Crater is perhaps the most abominable of O'Connor's Feeders in 

that she uses her role as a substitute for cash, paying Shiftlet for 

his work around the farm in food and lodging, and finally trading her 

innocent daughter for Shiftlet's services as a son-in-law. In a 

similar exploitation, the Pittses and Mark Fortune abuse Mary Fortune 

Pitts as a pawn at the table, the family's meals frequently being 

interrupted as the father—reacting to the ill will of the grandfather 

—withdraws with Mary for the purpose of punishing her. 
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As "failed" Feeders, these fictional characters in O'Connor's 

canon typify the extreme estrangement from the true feeding function 

to be found among their modern counterparts in real society, who appear 

not only to dissociate the social function of feeding from the rites of 

the table (which for them often are merely instances for providing 

fuel for the body) but also to subordinate their kindred to personal, 

secular goals. The dehumanization of table rituals is pronounced in 

O'Connor's stories, the table often becoming the site of violence and 

hostility rather than that of the satisfying human communal relation

ships that were formerly cultivated at mealtime. Such dehximanization 

is a reflection of real situations in which mealtime peace is sacri

ficed for some secular attainment: profit, a sense of power, security, 

or affirmation of a particular self-image, as Mrs. May, Mark Fortune, 

Mrs. Crater, and Mrs. Hopewell, respectively, suggest. 

As the foregoing discussion indicates, the various historical 

types of Feeders common in the South from the era of the Civil War 

to the present are precisely mirrored in the fiction of Faulkner and 

O'Connor; their images as thus revealed significantly trace the 

alteration of family and communal life in the South as it has gradually 

shifted from the harmonious agrarian folk culture to its present 

complex civil structure, in which the decay of the family is a 

reflection of the deterioration of the purity of the Feeding role as 

it was once maintained in the ante-bellum culture of the South. 

The various Feeders in the fiction of Faulkner and O'Connor 

as previously considered—in addition to mirroring certain qualities 
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of human existence as it is known in the real South—take on the 

qualities of a symbol, particularly of the quality of life within a 

family, but more widely of that of a whole cultural milieu, as they 

perform with varying degrees of effectiveness. A number of the 

Feeders in Faulkner's works are so admirable in their performance of 

the traditional feeding tasks that they symbolize the "old verities"— 

love, honor, courage, respect for nature, et cetera—even as they are 

involved in experiences which alter the very fabric of their lives. 

For example, the traditional Feeders Granny Millard and Aunt Jenny 

symbolize the valiant old South with its honorable standards of 

morality that are transmitted from one generation to the other along 

with love, standards that are worthy of emulation as well as protec

tion from those forces which seek to destroy them. As the Feeders 

exemplify their beliefs before their young kinsman. Bayard Sartoris, 

he is led to adopt their principles for his own rather than those of 

his father and the anti-Feeder, Drusilla, his life thus becoming one 

of peace and privacy rather than one of violence. 

Within the Compson household, the surrogate Feeder Dilsey 

may be said to reflect divine love as she ministers to her two 

families, her unflagging devotion to the life forces sustaining her 

white family beyond the range of their own love and devotion to one 

another. Her superior qualities—common sense, compassion, charity— 

in contrast to the inferior ones of Mrs. Compson—self-pity, hypo

chondria, coldness of heart—ennoble Dilsey. In turn, she marks the 

children of the household with a certain portion of her spirit as her 
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life intertwines with theirs. Caddy's spirit is most imbued with 

that of Dilsey's loving one; for even as a very young child, Caddy 

ministers to the needs of her siblings, providing food and fellowship 

to the pitiable Benjy, whose life-long attachment to Caddy's memory is 

marked throughout the pages of The Sound and the Fury, just as Benjy's 

thoughts are frequently attached to the comfort he derives through 

Dilsey*s ministrations to him; providing comfort to Jason as he will 

permit her to until he grows old enough to abuse her fellowship; and 

providing emotional and spiritual succor to the ill-at-ease Quentin, 

sacrificing her own self-interest for his for as long as she is able 

to do so. She even provides for the contentment of her mother, 

understanding the complexities of her narcissism and accepting them 

without complaint. Long after she is rejected by her mother, Caddy 

sends monthly checks for the support of her daughter, Quentin, con

tributing what, she thinks, may provide some of the material goods 

that may compensate in some way for the spiritual ones she herself is 

unable to provide. Thus, Caddy's life is marked by a selfless love 

that emulates that of her mentor, Dilsey, and thus ennobles her. 

Although Dilsey's most notable quality of endurance is also 

observable in Caddy, it is absent from the spirit of her brother 

Quentin, who longs for a world that would embody in whole the attri

butes of Dilsey and her like—a world of honor and love, in which 

the female principle as it is perceived in his surrogate mother would 

be fulfilled in the natural mother. Since Quentin derives emotional 

support from Dilsey, he seeks furthermore to derive it from Caddy, 

who, though younger than Dilsey, is by blood related to his natural 



419 

mother—and thus perhaps a fairer surrogate mother for his ideology. 

Thus when Caddy's honor is perceived by him as lost, Quentin loses 

the will to live; but even on the day when he commits suicide, he 

participates in the role of Feeder after the pattern of Dilsey and 

Caddy, by nurturing the child who follows him about throughout the 

afternoon. Furthermore, Quentin's admission that Dilsey will consider 

his death a sinful waste marks him as one of her spiritual offspring; 

for though he is unwilling to endure his world—made less honorable 

to a degree by his inability to defend his sister's honor—he recog

nizes that it is the same world that Dilsey inhabits, and that she 

considers life worthy, no matter what its quality, of endurance. 

The child Jason, on the other hand, rejects the spirit of 

Dilsey while he selfishly avails himself of her services with regard 

to food and other physical ministries. Instead of imitating her 

warmth, he emulates the coldness of his mother, who coddles and 

spoils him apart from the other children because he seems more 

"Bascomb" than Compson. And indeed he is more Bascomb, even his 

father, who bears the same name—Jason, like his siblings, partici

pating in Dilsey's generous and loving spirit. Jason's cold heart 

also weans the daughter of Caddy away from the warmth of Dilsey's; 

and as he commands the household after Mr. Compson's death, Jason 

seeks even to impose his will upon Dilsey as demonstrated in his 

control over the kitchen stock of foodstuffs that necessitates 

Dilsey's buying a commercially prepared cake for Benjy's thirty-third 

birthday. 
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As these relationships indicate, the spirit of the surrogate 

Feeder within the Compson household is symbolic of divine love; and 

according to the degree of the family's emulation of Dilsey's spirit, 

there is life and meaning. Without it, life is, as the title of the 

novel suggests, "full of sound and fury, signifying nothing." 

Within the fiction of O'Connor, the spirit of old Tarwater 

is also symbolic of the holy, his hunger for the bread of life being 

fostered throughout his long life and inculcated in his last sensible 

kinsman, young Tarwater. As young Tarwater's experiences under the 

auspices of another surrogate Feeder are measured against those at 

Powderhead, a conflict between a respect for life and the denigration 

of life is cultivated, old Tarwater's knowledge of immortality even

tually prevailing over Rayber's disbelief within young Tarwater's 

heart. The superiority of Tarwater's Christian beliefs is rendered 

fully as they are affirmed in the patterns of the surrogate Feeder's 

life, it being consistent with the traditions of the former agrarian 

age, rather than with those of the anti-traditional and secular urban 

society. Significantly, the head of old Tarwater molds the shape of 

the hat he wears, whereas the science of the city molds the minds of 

its inhabitants, actions which symbolize the philosophies adhered to 

in both regions, Tarwater possessing the freedom to shape his life 

with meaning while Rayber permits his life to be molded by science and 

technology. 

As these examples from both Faulkner's and O'Connor's works 

demonstrate, the Feeders who adhere to the traditional feeding patterns 

of the agrarian folk society embody love and honor which are necessary 
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for the integration of individuals within families and of family 

units themselves. Granny Millard, Aunt Jenny, Dilsey, and old Tarwater 

are integrated human beings whose ministries to their families as 

Feeders or surrogate Feeders resist the forces which seek to destroy 

the psychic wholeness of individuals or to destroy a beloved way of 

life. But other Feeders are made ineffectual although they have the 

skills to provide a continuum of the old ways—^women such as 

Mrs. Hightower, Mrs. Hines, Mrs. McEachern among Faulkner's works, 

and Mrs. Pitts in O'Connor's-=-because of the monomania of their 

spouses on the one hand, and her father, on the other. Still other 

Feeders capitulate to the modern ethos, as does George Rayber, by 

absorbing the new ways and abandoning the old ones. Finally, in the 

short stories of O'Connor are to be found those Feeders who fail 

altogether to live up to the expectations of their role as Feeder, 

their families thereby disintegrating in proportion to the Feeders: 

Mrs. May's sons emulate her avariciousness and self-pity, resigning 

themselves to mediocrity and secularity; and Mrs. Hopewell's daughter 

adopts her mother's own near-sighted view of life by subscribing to 

comfortable philosophies that enable her to endure a disintegrating 

world. And Mrs. Crater trades her daughter for expected security, a 

diabolic symbol of the South's trading the future of its progeny for 

the hope of present comfort and profit. As symbol, the Feeder motif 

clarifies the conditions of a human community, be it family or an 

entire society, the various families and individuals in the work under 

consideration reflecting the spiritual alteration of the South in its 

movement away from the old verities in proportion to the estrangement 
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of the Feeder from the traditional rites of the table. Joe Christmas's 

death in the kitchen is symbolic of the perversion of both familial 

feeding rites and the dissolution of a communal society. 

Since the Feeder or Feeders in the works under consideration 

epitomize the values of the family, they also significantly influence 

the direction of the plot and the determination of the theme. In 

The Unvanquished, for example, the plots of the series of narratives 

that disclose the activities of the Sartoris clan during the Civil War 

and the era of Reconstruction are dominated by Granny Millard and her 

successor. Aunt Jenny, who adhere to the patterns of the ante-bellum 

Feeder insofar as possible in that turbulent era. Although the two 

women are divided by a number of years with regard to their ages, 

their feeding rituals and their attitudes with regard to food and its 

recipients are identical. Both seek to provide the physical nourish

ment that the Sartorises require along with a sense of well being; 

both revere life and are dedicated to the life forces; both seek to 

provide moral guidance for the family's youth. Bayard. Granny Millard's 

activities are charted during the war itself, her duties being hampered 

by the violent intrusions of war and its consequent destruction; in 

fact, it is the violence engendered by the war that ultimately destroys 

Granny herself. A considerable portion of the plot of The Unvanquished 

is devoted to the activities of Granny as she performs the role of 

Feeder; feeding and caring for Bayard and the slave family connected 

with Sartoris in the absence of Colonel John; feeding the community 

and providing other of their necessities with the income derived from 

her engagement in illicit horse-trading incidents; attempting to 
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secure the property of the clan; instructing and guiding Bayard 

during his adolescence. Another portion of the narrative is consumed 

by the events that are generated by the murder of Granny: the pursuit 

of Grumby by Bayard, Ringo, and Uncle Buck; the revenge slaying of 

Crumby; the return to Granny's grave. In all, the plots of five of 

the seven stories that compose the cycle are chiefly devoted to the 

dramatization of the Feeding services rendered by Granny or to the 

pursuit and slaying of Grumby, who terminated the services of the 

Feeder as formerly rendered by Granny when he murdered her. 

At the same time, the plots of the five stories are rein

forced by the action of Granny's helper, the black cook and laundress, 

Louvinia. Louvinia assists Granny in the preparation and serving of 

meals, in the management of the household, and in the supervision of 

Bayard and Ringo. In addition, she performs the other domestic duties 

that are related to the household, both in the Sartoris's familial 

home until it is destroyed by the Federal troops and in the cabin 

which serves as household thereafter. The consistency of her behavior, 

along with that of Granny, provides a desired sense of stability, 

security, and order for Bayard as he undergoes the turbulent years 

of war in a crucial period of psychological and physical maturation. 

Louvinia evidences the propensities of the Feeder under the guidance 

of Granny, obviously supplying the nourishment for the family in the 

interim before Aunt Jenny's arrival. 

The two remaining stories provide an account of Drusilla's 

efforts to maintain the masculine role in peacetime that she had 

earlier assumed in connection with Colonel John's regiment during the 
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war; and the eventual arrival from Carolina of Aunt Jenny, whose 

connection with the Feeding role and the garden, naturally related to 

the Feeder, is recounted. Devoted to the life forces. Aunt Jenny is 

the antithesis of Drusilla, whose persuasions promote the continuation 

of violence and disorder after the war is concluded; while Aunt Jenny 

is a peacemaker. The final story, "An Odor of Verbena," dramatizes 

the psychological conflict between young Bayard, a student of law, and 

the traditional ethos of his community in regard to the slayer of 

his father. Furthermore, the conflict may be described as a conflict 

between the beliefs of Aunt Jenny, the Feeder, and those of Drusilla, 

the abnegator of the Feeding role, who supports instead the tradi

tional demands of the code of honor as promoted by the male members of 

the community. The climax of the novel occurs as Bayard transcends 

the code as conceived within the comn̂ .unity, fulfilling the hopes of 

Aunt Jenny in regard to peace and the preservation of life. When he 

does so, Drusilla removes herself to the home of her brother, leaving 

the clan in the care of the Feeder and her black assistant. 

The plot of the novel is thus significantly directed by the 

role of the Feeders and their antithetical counterpart as they perform 

their fundamental rituals during the Civil War and Reconstruction. 

The morality of Granny Millard is temporarily compromised during the 

war because of her efforts toward the preservation of life during a 

lawless period; and Granny is eventually destroyed while participating 

in lawlessness. As soon as the war ends, however, the representatives 

of the old order who have not been converted permanently to immorality. 
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insist upon the re-ordering of life according to peaceful patterns. 

Bayard Sartoris, given moral support by Aunt Jenny, is able to deny the 

impulses toward further violence in the post-bellum period, despite 

Drusilla's urging him to abide by the traditional code of revenge. 

Thus, the Feeders in The Unvanquished contribute significantly to the 

development of the novel's theme as well as its plot; for their nurtur

ing of Bayard may be considered to be the impetus which provokes the 

decision that he makes, and thereby insures his remaining one of the 

unvanquished among the post-bellum South. The old verities that 

Faulkner believed the ante-bellum South possessed are those which the 

two Feeders attempt to inculcate in Bayard, an attempt that is 

rendered successful in his choice of action with regard to Redmond. 

In general the thematic stratification of The Unvanquished is associated 

with the attempt of the Union forces to destroy the Confederacy, the 

Southerners' necessity of temporarily compromising their standards in 

order to preserve life, and their refusal to capitulate to the forces 

which would destroy their patterns of living. At the conclusion of 

the war, although the South is defeated, its spirit still remains 

unvanquished, as the reinstatement of peaceful Feeding rituals and 

the harmony of the Sartoris household indicate. As the foregoing 

discussion reveals, the Feeder motif performs a significant technical 

function in shaping plot and theme. 

In value terms both The Violent Bear It Away and Sartoris 

contain approximations of the psychological changes that occurred 

in the South during the era of industrial expansion and urban develop

ment, changes which were significantly dehumanizing in the region's 
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process of shifting from a reliance upon nature and time-honored 

traditions to a faith in experimentation and science. Each work indi

cates a loss of effectiveness within the traditional feeding processes, 

as Aunt Jenny and other Feeders in Sartoris are unable to transcend 

the negative influences of the new ethos. Old Tarwater, in The 

Violent Bear It Away, for instance, develops such a violent protective

ness with regard to his beliefs that he is caused to appear as a wild 

fanatic, his love being rendered ineffectual by his violence. Whereas 

the Feeders in Sartoris compromise in some ways with the developing 

milieu, old Tarwater refuses to do so. Again, whereas Faulkner's 

work reflects the loss of value in a community which may be taken as 

a microcosm of the South, its deterioration rendering love and nature 

as they are associated with young Bayard, the principal representative 

of his generation, only temporarily effectual in dispelling despair, 

O'Connor's narrative reflects the total deterioration of the community, 

and its replacement by the city, its inhabitants becoming permanently 

separated from nature and fearful of love that cannot be manipulated 

and exploited. Moreover, the novel reflects the disregard of urban 

society for the sacred in favor of the mechanical "whirligigs" 

created by the scientific mind. 

In both novels, the plots are significantly shaped by the 

various actions of the Feeders, both traditional and anti-traditional: 

among the traditional being Aunt Jenny, Henry MacCallum, and the 

black matriarch who provides Christmas dinner for Bayard in Sartoris, 

and old Tarwater in The Violent Bear It Away; and among the anti-

traditional being Deacon in the restaurant in Sartoris, and George 
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Rayber, assorted restaurants serving foreign foods, and the pro

prietress of the Cherokee Lodge, in The Violent Bear It Away. As the 

list suggests, the impulses with regard to traditional feeding rituals 

are more numerous in Sartoris, while those associated with anti-

traditional impulses are more numerous in The Violent Bear It Away, a 

ratio that is consistent with the development of theme in the two 

works. While in Sartoris Bayard perceives a loss of value in the 

world at large and his region in particular, the losses are observable 

in the encroachment of the anti-traditional technological patterns. 

But in The Violent Bear It Away the technological society has become 

predominant, old Tarwater, the representative of the former agrarian 

folk society, being rendered absurd, grotesque, and violent in his 

efforts to preserve the South's integrity and spiritual harmony. 

However, O'Connor's view of the modern age includes a faith that God 

will render His presence known, even though violence may be necessary 

in the revelation, a faith that is revealed in young Tarwater's dis

dain for commercial feeding and his affinity for the traditional 

services of his great-uncle, an affinity which is emphasized in the 

climax of the novel. 

As these two works illustrate, in both Faulkner's and 

O'Connor's art the Feeder motif is a significant technical device 

in the construction of plot and the analysis of theme with regard to 

the transitional South. 

In the last stage of Southern development, the modern South, 

the ultimate corruption of the traditional values is best seen in the 

work of O'Connor, and through the depiction of Feeders who are not 
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Feeders at all, in the traditional meaning, but failed Feeders. The 

plots of the four short stories are significantly related in two 

instances to the activities of their offspring—Mary Fortune and 

Hulga Hopewell—plots that reflect the destructiveness of the commer

cial and secular ethos upon the children of the industrial revolution; 

and in the other pair, the plots are significantly related to the 

perverse behavior of the failed Feeders themselves, Mrs. May of 

"Greenleaf" and Mrs. Crater of "The Life You Save May Be Your Own," 

their chief concerns being their property. 

As the preceding instances reveal, the Feeder in the South 

as mirrored in the fiction of Faulkner and O'Connor selected for this 

study, do provide a reliable index to the changes that have occurred 

in the South. The family and its community within a human society 

have changed from that of an agrarian folk culture—in which the 

family unit was integrated and its individual members significantly 

satisfied in their relationships with the larger community—to that 

of a modern civil organization—in which the family unit has deterio

rated, even disintegrated—with an accompanying demise of psychic 

wholeness and well being within individuals and a resultant schism 

erupting between them and other human beings. At the same time, the 

scrutiny of the Feeder reveals the variety of extant feeding impulses 

that serve as a retardant to the complete dehumanization of Southern 

life. As mirror, symbol, and technical device, the Feeder motif 

suggests the possibility of maintaining or recultivating the South's 

"old verities"—in Faulkner's words, or its "few virtues"—in those 

of O'Connor. 
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