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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Flannery O'Connor, a Southern writer of the mid-twentieth cen

tury, has made a significant contribution to American literature. 

Though not one of the most widely heralded writers of this era, she has, 

by the uniqueness of her vision, made her impress on American readers. 

Unlike most of the other contemporary writers, she views life from the 

standpoint of the Christian and her distinctive voice is a direct pro

duct of her Christian faith. She is different in that she rejects as 

erroneous the views of the rationalists who advise man to rely exclus

ively upon his own reason and of the naturalists who make man only a 

mechanical product of the forces of his heredity and enviornment; rather, 

she accepts the traditional Christian view of man as a moral agent, 

embodying both good and evil, but never beyond the reach of God's 

redeeming grace. 

While the search for essential values, for a philosophy of life, 

Is an obvious preoccupation of the Post-World War II novelists, few 

propose Christianity as the fulcrum from which man can move the world. 

In modern literature as a whole, "Christianity," as G. E. Mueller 

has pointed out, "is mostly conspicuous by its absence,' and rather 

"Philosophy in the Twentieth-Century American Novel," in 
Critical Approaches to Fiction, ed. Shiv K. Kumar and Keith McKean 
TNew York, "19681, p, 185. 
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than the rT\yth of God which permeated the v/orld of Dante, It Is the myth 

of the absence of God, or the "rnyth of the Brave New World,"^ which Is 

propagated in contemporary literature. 

Because of the assumptions of no future life and no God, many 

modern storytellers seem to agree that earth is enough, but it Is not 

enough for Flannery O'Connor. Tossing out the idea of sin, writers 

such as Saul Bellow are suggesting that man's salvation is in being 

one with the community, for as Lewis put it: "Companionship is the 

matrix of humanity In the representative fiction of the second genera-

tion." Through Faulkner's v/ork and from characters such as Dr. Rieux 

In Camus' The Plague, the message resounds: the only norm is man him

self and he must be true to his own nature; he and he alone is impor

tant in the universe; love for one's fellovmian Is the ultimate 

relationship. To these humanitarian proposals of love. Miss O'Connor 

answers that they are weak and vague; man has lost his polestar, and 

he should reach out not only to his fellov.TTien, but to God. It is true 

that Faulkner, Bellow, Updike, Salinger and other modern writers use 

the Christian myth as a basis for their fiction, but they do not use 

Christianity as their perspective, or theme, as does Miss O'Connor. 

A religious writer whose intellectual basis is in the traditional 

theology of Mauriac, she can be placed with v/riters such as Eliot and 

John Killinger, The Failure of Theology in Modern Literature 
(New York, 1963), p. 28, 

p. 218. 

3 
R, W. B. Lewis. The Picaresque Saint (New York, 1956), 
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Fry, literary artists who are "consciously endeavoring to render a 

Christian theme and Biblical insight in a new and compelling imagery 

within the limits of their literary medium."^ 

Miss O'Connor's philosophy, therefore, is not the naturalising 

which proclaims the absence of God, nor is it the humanism which asks 

only that men love one another. The supreme value In O'Connor's 

lexicon is man's relationship with God; more specifically, her one 

preoccupation is the Christ and the redemption fie made possible for 

every individual. She v/rites, it is possible to say, of the paradox 

of the human condition, of the basic duality of man's nature, v/hich 

results in his being the battleground for the conflict between good 

and evil. Miss O'Connor sees man as an imperfect being v/ho can never 

be perfected by technology, for he is not a machine, but a human. 

Regardless of v/hat he does, he is never beyond the reach of God's 

redeeming grace. Her concern, then, is man's relationship with Christ,-

and it is a primary, not a secondary concern in her work^JJ 

Because she is far more concerned with Christ than with "reli-

^gion," she depicts man as dealing with God directly, rather than through 

the mediation of the church. She has explained that she v/ants "to 
5 ** get close to her character and watch him wrestle with the Lord." It 

John McGill Krum.m, "Theology and Literature: The Terms of 
the Dialogue on the Modern Scene," in The Climate of Faith in Modern 
Literature, ed. Nathan A. Scott, Jr. (New York'rT964y, p. 26. 

^Stanley Edgar Hyman. Flannery O'Connor (Minnea|:;^olis, 1966), 
p. 41. I . 



Is not Catholicism (though she is a staunch Roman Catholic by birth 

and practice), but Christianity that elicits her concern. She is, 

then, in her writing catholic In the oldest ecumenical sense of the 

word. Miss O'Connor's statements on the subject illustrate the place 

belief has in an author's work; she feels that the awareness of the 

Christian mystery, of grace, and of redemption will add an extra 

dimension to the v/ork, but she always maintains that the Catholic 

fiction writer will not "use fiction to prove the truth of his faith"; 

rather, he will discover "that he himself cannot move or mold reality 

in the interest of abstract truth,' for his belief is not a set of 

rules v/hich fixes what he sees. Emphasizing that the Catholic writer 

would not publish propaganda for the Church, but would always develop 

his own individual vision within his faith, she said: " . . . when 

the Catholic novelist closes his own eyes and tries to see with the 

eyes of the Church, the result is another addition to that large body 

of pious trash for which v/e have so long been famous." And Miss 

O'Connor is not the insipid kind of writer who turns out religious 

novels such as In Hij Steps, for she abhors sentimentality. She has^ 

chosen, rather, to put her characters in the Ultimate Conflict between 

God and the Devil where each one is forced to measure himself against 

V ^Flannery O'Connor, "The Church and the Fiction Writer," 
America, XC (March 30, 1957), 733. 

^"The Role of the Catholic Novelist" in Greyfriar (Siena 
College, Loudonville, New York), VII, 1964, 5-12, quoted in Albert 
Griffith, "Flannery O'Connor," America, CXIII (November 27, 1965), 675. 



Truth and choose whom he will serve. 

In addition to the Catholic religion, another strong Influence^ 

on Miss O'Connor's writing Is the South. Since she spent most of her 

life in Milledgeville, Georgia, the locale she knew best was the South; 

and It is about Southern life and Southern people that she wrote, 

usually the rural South and its inhabitants. Her angle of vision, 

then, is regional; here she saw a particular society with attitudes, 

values, beliefs, traditions and mores to which her imagination was 

bound. Her people speak with a Southern accent because she knew the 

Southern idiom--she laughingly illustrated the point in this way to 

Granville Hicks: "If I went to Japan and tried to v/rite credible 

stories about Japanese, all my Japanese would sound like Herman 
O 

Talmadge.' But the material of her work is not peculiar to Georgia 

any more than Faulkner's work is limited to Mississippi, for the 

matter into which she looks is peculiar only to the human race. Imply

ing the universality of her writing. Miss O'Connor made this signifi

cant suggestion: "I find it hard to believe that what is observable 

behavior in one section can be entirely without parallel in another." 

She, like all genuine artists, realized that her real possibilities 

for subject and setting was in her own region, so the South is her 

^Granville Hicks, "A Writer at Home With Her Heritage," 
Saturday Review, XLV (May 12, 1962), 22. 

^Flannery O'Connor, "The Fiction Writer and His Country," in 
The Living Novel, A Symposium, ed. Granville Hicks (New York, 1962) 
p7n^2. 



Wessex, her Yoknopatawpha, and from there she ordered her observations 

about the great theme of redemption which concerns not just a little^ 

group of people living at a particular time in a particular place, but 

which concerns humanity. 

A strong contribution to Miss O'Connor's distinctiveness as ^ 

well as an Impressive dimension of her artistic talent Is her use of 

humor, for although serious in theme, her fiction is not without a 

brisk current of humor. Satire, irony, and wit as well as such comic 

devices as those which result from the use of exaggeration and incon-

gruity are the O'Connor comic techniques which serve not only to 

relieve the serious, grim prevailing mood of her stories, but also to 

convey her ideas. The humor is not allowed to detract from the story 

by becoming flippant or slapstick; rather, the comic devices are 

deliberately chosen to accompany and amplify the themes. [Especially 

Is the humor apparent in regard to the Southern rural people of the 

O'Connor v/orld v/ho often appear as bizarre grotesques to the modern 

reader. But the speech patterns, dress and actions of these people 

are often Incongruous to the point of humor, and, through the v/idely 

understood language of comedy. Miss O'Connor makes their unusual 

appearances and preposterous situations seem credible and believable, 

rather than simply freakish. The important aspect of the contribution 

of her Southern heritage was in providing her with a background in 

which to set her stories and with a system of manners in which to 

place her people, for the regional elements such as idiom and custom 

establish a norm from which her fictional situations can be developed. 



Even though the South 1s her geographic headquai ters, Flannery 

O'Connor Is not easily fitted into any identifiable group of Southern 

writers; she is among, but not one of them. Labeled with such mistaken 

descriptions as "another Southern Gothic" novelist or "a Roman Catho

lic Ersklne Caldwell," Miss O'Connor is on occasion lumped with such 

diverse writers as Carson McCullers, Eudora Welty, Faulkner, Truman 

Capote, Katherlne Anne Porter, and Tennessee Williams. Some of her 

characters are reminiscent of those created by Eudora Welty and Truman 

Capote, and, especially those in "The Displaced Person" and "Greenleaf" 

of Faulkner's Snopes family, for the Shortleys and Greenleafs are the 

Southern poor v/hite people and as such are social symbols of the 

Southern class system. She differs, primarily, of course, from these 

writers because of the theological framev/ork employed. 

Miss O'Connor is oblivious to almost all literary fads of t:he/l 

time, choosing to construct her stories in the traditional fashion. 

She makes no experiments with structure and technique. Her narratives, 

as a rule, follow a fairly strict chronological sequence with a third 

person narrator, even when she is coping with a character's mind. 

Because she chisels every word until it fits exactly in place, her 

style Is precise and direct, her sentences chaste. Her prose, though 

not pretentious, is very effective. She has an exquisite ear for the 

common speech, and the dialogue of her Southern characters, authentic 

and convincing, is one aspect of her effectiveness. 

The fame which has accrued to her name is remarkable in that 

Miss O'Connor produced only a small body of works: four books, 
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consisting of Wj.sc. Blooc[, her first novel, which appeared in 1952; a 

collection of short stories, A Good_ flaji Jl^ HjmJ_ T^ in 1955; a 

second novel, Jhe \Molejil Bear I^ Away^ in 1960; and the final work, 

another collection of short stories, Eve.rythjng That Rises Must Con-

ver^e. posthumously published in 1965. Had she lived longer, the 

works might have increased, but she, unfortunately, had a relatively 

short span of life, having died in 1964 at the age of thirty-nine. 

Yet even in the short number of years in which she was a writer, she 

received honors of various kinds: a Kenyon Review Fellowship in 

Fiction in 1953 and 1954; grants from the National Institute of Arts 

and Letters in 1957 and from the Ford Foundation in 1959; first place 

prize in the 0. Henry Short Story Contest in 1956 and again in 1963. 

In 1962 she received an honorary D.Litt. from St. Mary's College, 

Notre Dame, and in 1963, the year before her death, another honorary 

degree from Smith College. 

To explore the writings of this Southern author with the unique 

Christian voice is the purpose of this work--an exploration which will 

Include the v/hole body of her fiction and which will be concerned 

chiefly with Miss O'Connor's choice of themes, her utilization of select

ed images, her use of the grotesque in both character and situation, 

and her depiction of the flaw of pride in certain characters. 

http://Wj.sc
file:///Molejil


CHAPTER II 

THEMES 

The themes used by Miss O'Connor reflect her theological 

concern. Though there are half a dozen themes running through her 

work, they are all related to one principal thought--the Idea of 

Christian redemption. She defined her Christian commitment as an 

artist and revealed the basic theme in her writing when she wrote, "I 

see from the standpoint of Christian orthodoxy. This means that for 

me the meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Christ and 

that what I see in the world I see in its relation to that."^ Center

ing, therefore, on man's relationship with God, Miss O'Connor explores 

the free will of man, the v/ork of Satan against God, and God's grace 

to man. Recurring less frequently, yet a definite part of her theme 

development and related to the principal theme, are the ideas of a 

death-and-rebirth situation, a transplantation of characters, and a 

depreciation of the secularization of modern life. 

Concerned with the spiritual consciousness of each individual. 

Miss O'Connor declares that the deepest of man's relationships is his 

bond with God; Christ does make a difference in her world, and the 

Individual encounter of each character with Him is the story that 

^"The Fiction Writer and His Country," pp. 161-162. 
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recurs repeatedly. It Is not, then, organized religion, but rather-' 

the acceptance or rejection of Jesus Christ by each Individual that 

Miss O'Connor presents. Old Tarv/ater, the backwoods prophet of The 

Violent Bear It Away, Is one character who is concerned about his 

religious state, and of him Miss O'Connor said, "I'm right behind him 

100 per cent. He lacks the visible church, but Christ is the center of 

his life," In strong contrast to Tarwater, who answers the call to 

prophesy and baptize. Is The Misfit in "A Good Man Is Hard to Find." 

This character has rejected Christ and says: "Jesus thown csicD 
3 

everything off balance." These two characters v/ith their opposite 

answers to the question of Jesus Christ illustrate the place of free 

will as a thGHG in Miss O'Connor's work. 

Free will gives each character the right of choice. To Miss 

O'Connor, the most important factor is the choosing, and in her world 

the old imperative is still in force: each character must choose whom 

he v/ill serve. Within the character this choosing means an intense ^ 

struggle betv/een the forces of good and the forces of evil. The con

flict is not a simple matter, for as Miss O'Connor explained: " . . . 

free will does not mean one will, but many wills conflicting in one 
4 

man. Freedom cannot be conceived simply. It is a mystery. . . . " 

^Hicks, "A Writer at Home With Her Heritage," p. 22. 

^Flannery O'Connor, A Good Man Is Hard to Find (New York, 1953), 
p. 27. Subsequent references to the stories from this volume will be 
cited in parentheses in the text as GMHF. 

^"Preface," Wise Bloo^ (New York, 1962), p. 5. Subsequent ref
erences to the preface and novel will be cited in parentheses in the 
text as WB. 

u^ 
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One of the complexities of Miss O'Connor's concept of free will Is y 

the freedom of the character to say no to God as well as to the Devil. 

The O'Connor character does not, therefore, live a predetermined life, 

but, rather, chooses his own way because he possesses free will. 

Young Tarwater In Th£ Viqlen^t Beĵ r \t_ Awjy is an example of 

free will operating in an O'Connor character. After the old prophet 

dies, the young Tarv/ater rebels against the religious Injunction of 

his great-uncle, even refusing to give him Christian burial, and flees 

to the city. He is determined to prove that he is no prophet; that 

he was not influenced by old Tarwater; and that he will simply mind 

his own "bidnis." But in the end, after considerable struggle and 

violence, he obeys the old prophet's commands to baptize the boy. 

Bishop, and to ansv/er the call to devote his life to prophecy. He 

makes his own choice; free will is operating, and his decision is 

dramatized by a battle between the posthumous influence of the great-

uncle, standing on God's side, and a living uncle, Rayber, speaking 

for the Devil. 

In Miss O'Connor's v/ork, the Devil is a very real presence;^ 

he and his embassies are a vital part of her theological concern. Her 

Devil Is always a personal pov/er who is busy subverting God's original

ly perfect creatures. Because she is attempting to depict realistically 

the spiritual emptiness of mankind, she gives to the Devil a force 

proportionate to the power it actually has among men. In other words, 

she depicts the reality of Satan's existence in order to make clearer 

the need for redemption, for man must have knowledge of his abnormal 
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capacity for evil and of the appalling reality of sin before he can 

desire and appreciate being redeemed from it. Miss O'Connor explained 

her feeling of this reverse reaction in "The Fiction Writer and His 

Country": "Redemption is meaningless unless there Is cause for it In 

the actual life we live. . . . " (p. 162). The Devil is often aided 

by characters such as Rayber, a psychologist who has rejected his 

uncle's religion and has now "saved" himself by psychology and 

modern technology. It is significant that the Satanic voice is silent 

In the "felt presence" of old Tarwater; "he dared not raise his voice"^ 

against this man of God. In this novel. The Violent Bear It Av/ay, 

Miss O'Connor uses as a device a voice which speaks to young Tarwater 

and is obviously the Devil himself. The voice is first "a stranger," 

but later becomes "a friend," and it argues against the old prophet's 

religious instructions, reminding the boy that real prophets have 

signs and pointing out that he has never even been spoken to directly. 

The Satanic voice also uses the old argument that there isn't really 

a devil; therefore, young Tarwater does not have to choose between 

Jesus or the Devil. With the promise to Tarv/ater that he will never 

be "alone again," if he will stay on the old man's place, the Devil 

makes his final attempt to keep the boy in his demonic pov/er. Tarwater, 

however, overcomes this last temptation and destroys his "friend" by 

burning the spot. Miss O'Connor uses the fire to emphasize the reality 

^Flannery O'Connor, The Violent Bear It Away (New York, 1955), 
p. 164. Subsequent references will be cited in parentheses in the text 
as VBIA. 
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of the Devil, to get rid of him, and to reveal Tarwater's decision to 

answer his call to prophecy: 

. . . He walked backv/ards from the spot pushing the torch into 
all the bushes he was moving away from, until he had made a rising 
wall of fire betv/een him and the grinning presence. He glared 
through the flames and his spirits rose as he saw that his adver
sary v/ould be consumed in a roaring blaze. (VBIA, 238) 

A wile of the Devil v/hlch is found in so many O'Connor charac

ters that It emerges as another theme is the sin of hubris. Since her 

characters have few possessions, no social status, and little, if any, 

education, or anything that Is usually considered the reason for 

extreme arrogance, her skillful development of this trait is especially 

notev/orthy. Hubris is, to cite one example, the theme of "The Artifi

cial Nigger" In A Good Man Is Hard to Find. In this story, which Miss 

O'Connor once specified as her favorite story, old Mr. Head takes his 

grandson. Nelson, on a trip to the city. Though the boy had been born 

In the city, he remembers nothing about it, and the grandfather is 

taking him on this rission to enable the boy to find out that the 

"city is not a great place," and to influence him to "be content to 

stay at home for the rest of his life" (GMHF, 104). 

Full of pride of his years and wisdom, Mr. Head assures the 

boy that he is familiar with the city and that he can take care of 

anything that might happen. He, however, gets lost almost immediately 

^Bob Dowell, "The.Moment of Grace In the Fiction of Flannery 
O'Connor," College English XXVII (December, 1965), p. 236. Mr. Dowell 
reports that Miss O'Connor revealed "The Artificial Nigger" to be her 
favorite during her visit to East Texas State University in November, ng 
1962. 
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as the tv/o are walking "to see what all it is to see" (CMHF, 114); 

then he denies even knowing his grandson after Nelson has tripped an 

elderly woman who demands payment for her injury. Because of this 

Insult, the boy refuses to speak to the old man, and for the rest of 

the day the grandfather merely follows at a distance as the two wander 

about the city for several hours. Finally, they are reconciled by the 

sight of "an artificial nigger," a decorative plaster figure placed on 

a wide suburban lawn, which they regard as a monument. As they stand 

gazing at It, they feel that they are faced with some great mystery. 

Especially is Mr. Head overwhelmed, and their differences are magically 

dissolved "like an action of mercy" (GMHF, 128). Miss O'Connor 

explains that "Mr. Head had never known before what mercy felt like 

because he had been too good to deserve any" (GMHF, 128), and with this 

explanation she categorizes that large number of her people v/ho are 

guilty of extreme pride. 

Mr. Head's realization of his sin illustrates another impor

tant O'Connor theme--grace. By his own free will he overcomes the 

Devil in himself, his hubris, and accepts the mercy, or grace, of God, 

but only after he realizes that he is a sinner. Miss O'Connor gives a 

full explanation of Mr. Head's feeling: 

He stood appalled, judging himself with the thoroughness of God, 
while the action of mercy covered his pride like a flame and 
consumed it. He had never thought himself a great sinner before 
but he saw now that his true depravity had been hidden from him 
lest it cause him despair. He realized that he was forgiven for 
sins from the beginning of time, when he had conceived in his ov/n 
heart the sin of Adam, until the present, when he had denied poor 
Nelson. He saw that no sin was too monstrous for him to claim as 
his own, and since God loved in proportion as He forgave, he felt 
ready at that instant to enter Paradise, (GMHF, 129) 
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In the same way that this grace came to Mr. Head, It can be experi

enced by every man, despite his ignorance, his rebelliousness, and 

his tendency toward evil, but only upon his recognition of his lost 

condition and his dependence on God. As Bob Dov/ell has astutely 

commented: "With this realization, which constitutes his moment of 

grace, man's salvation begins; he can then begin to fulfill the pur

pose of his existence, which Is to reflect the goodness of his creator 

and to share the happiness of heaven with Him." 

This moment of grace usually comes at great price to the*^ 

character and only after he has forced a crisis v/hich makes him av/are 

of his mistaken view of himself. The chief protagonist in Wise Blood, 

Hazel Motes, v/ho has stalked about Taulkinham preaching that there is 

no Christ and denying that anything is evil, experiences his moment of 

grace after he is faced with another preacher v/ho is imitating Motes's 

appearance and propounding his message. Haze feels compelled to kill 

this false prophet, because Solace Layfield says he does not believe 

In Christ, but Haze knows that this second prophet really does believe. 

Haze murders the man, and in so doing is symbolically killing his 

other self, the self he really despises. Thus he forces a crisis 

which reveals to him his haughtiness and willful rejection of God, and 

he then experiences his moment of grace, after v/hich he begins a life 

of penance. 

The moment of grace of the grandmother in "A Good Man Is Hard 

^Dowell, "The Moment of Grace," p. 236. 
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to Find" was Identified by Miss O'Connor^ as occurring only seconds 

before The Misfit murders her. In contrast to The Misfit, who has 

committed his life to "meanness," the grandmother has considered 

herself very proper and good. In her final remark, however, she con

fesses that her commitment to good has been only superficial and with

out faith: "Why, you're one of my babies. You're one of my ov/n 

children!" (GMHF, 29) Since her dependence v/as not on God, it v / a s _ fj>/^yiA^\^. 

necessary for her to experience a moment of grace in order to receive 

the bl^£sinq of heaven.. 

Mrs. Turpin in "Revelation" is another character who clearly 

experiences a moment of grace after an agonizing crisis. Mrs. Turpin 

has alv/ays been grateful for who she is and v/hat she has, and she has 

expressed her thankfulness in a Pharisaical manner. She is, however, 

rudely shocked in a doctor's waiting room when she is attacked by a 

college girl, another Satan-figure, who whispers: "Go back to hell 

where you came from, you old wart hog.' Mrs. Turpin, proud and self-

sufficient, does not understand why she was singled out for the message 

when "there v/as trash in the room to whom it might justly have been 

applied" (ERMC, 216). Since the violent attack did not teach her 

humility, she is given a vision of "souls rumbling toward heaven." 

She sees white-trash, "niggers," freaks and lunatics, all clean, and 

^Dowell, "The Moment of Grace," p. 236. 

^Flannery O'Connor, Everything That Rises Must Converge, (New 
York, 1966), p. 207. Subsequent references to the stories from this 
volumie will be cited in parentheses in the text as ERMC. 
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then, certainly much to her surprise, at the end of the procession she 

sees "a tribe of people whom she recognizes at once as those who, like 

herself and Claud, had always had a little of everything and the God-

given wit to use it right" (ERMC, 217-218). This vision gives her a 

dramatic insight into a great Christian paradox: the first shall be 

last, and the last shall be first. Recognizing her sin of pride, she 

experiences her moment of grace. 

Closely related to the redemption theme which appears again and 

again in Miss O'Connor's work is a death-and-rebirth situation. 

Usually this change of identity, or transformation, occurs after the 

character is renamed. Harry Ashfield, the little boy in "The River," 

renames himself Bevel and volunteers for the baptism which makes him 

"count" and "able to go to the Kingdom of Christ" (GMHF, 44). Joy 

Hopewell in "Good Country People," a thirty-two-year-old Ph.D., 

legally changes her name to Hulga because of its ugly sound, thus choos

ing a way of life that is irritating and vexing to her mother. 

Hoover Shoats, one of the false prophets in Wise Blood, calls-

himself Onnie Jay Holy on his radio program called "Soulsease, a 

quarter hour of Mood, Melody and Mentality." He says that he is a 

"real preacher," and a "radio star" (WB, 156), but he is only a fake. 

0. E. Parker In "Parker's Back" is transformed by a tattoo of Jesus on 

his back, but the transformation is not complete until he changes his 

name from 0. E. to Obadiah Eli hue. 

A transplantation of characters is an additional recurring 

situation In the O'Connor v/orld, since she often places the individual 
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In unfamiliar surroundings where he Is trying to fulfill a mission. 

While not as directly related to the redemption idea as free will and 

grace, It Is connected because the mission Is frequently initiated by 

some prophetic calling or other inner urge v/hich relates to the charac

ter's salvation. On such a self-imposed mission is the self-appointed 

prophet of Wise Blood, Hazel Motes. At the beginning of the novel he 

Is on a train, leaving his native Eastrod, Tennessee, to go to Taulkin

ham. After the ritual of dislocation, he is ready for his mission: 

to preach his "Church of Christ Without Christ." 

Tarwater, in The Violent Bear It Away, is another character 

who leaves his native home for the big city. The fourteen-year-old 

boy is first fleeing the call to prophecy, but in the end he turns 

toward the city to fulfill his mission. 

Mr. Head's and Nelson's trip to Atlanta in "The Artificial 

Nigger" is a transplantion; they also return to their native home. 

V/hile there Is no call to prophesy involved, their trip did have a 

mission: to reveal the evil of the city to the young boy. Another 

character. Tanner, in "Judgement Day," is transplanted in his old age 

to New York where he lives v/ith his daughter. Miserable and alone, he 

dreams of a return to Corinth, Georgia. Only after a violent death 

does he return, but in a box. In "The Displaced Person" the Guizacs 

are brought to the South from Poland, but their Catholicism and old-

world morality are out of place in the Protestant South, and their 

transplantation brings disaster to all concerned. 

' One more topic which Miss O'Connor touches so often that it"̂  
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becomes a theme of major importance Is a belittling of the seculari

zation of modern life. Not only does she decry the lack of spiritua

lity In the individual, but she is also concerned about the emphasis 

on technology and the problems of heavy urbanization. She has des

paired of man's considering technology as any kind of savior, and in 

many of her stories the large cities, centers of mechanization, are 

scenes of confusion and evil. Perhaps her strongest comment, humorous, 

yet disparaging of this tendency in modern life, is from young 

Tarwater's mouth. In response to Raybcr's statement that "flying is 

the greatest engineering achievement of man," Tarwater says: " . . . 

I wouldn't give you nothing for no airplane. A buzzard can fly" 

(VBIA, 173). 

Also, in l.'ise Blood Miss O'Connor presents a succession of i/ 

false prophets whose phoniness gives stress to the lack of spirituality 

In those who claim to believe. Asa Hav/ks had once announced that he 

would blind himself in a public gathering to prove his belief; but 

his nerve had failed him and he did not go through with the self-

sacrificial act. Instead, he feigns blindness. Wearing dark glasses 

as he is led by his daughter. Sabbath Lily, he pretends to be a man 

v/ho has put out his eyes to glorify his Maker, but he is only a street-

corner racketeer in religion. Despite this insincerity. Hawks is not 

completely devoid of truth, for from his mouth comes this cynical 

comment on modern man: "Help a blind unemployed preacher. Wouldn't 

you rather have me beg than preach? Come on and give a nickel if you 

won't repent" (WB, 40). Then, speaking to Haze, he makes this 



20 

prediction v/hich applies not only to Haze but to all men who try to 

escape Jesus: "You got eyes and see not, ears and hear not, but 

you'll have to see sometime" (WB, 54). 

Onnie Jay Holy is another fraudulent preacher; even his name * 

Is fake, for his real name is Hoover Shoats. His radio program, 

"Soulsease," and his Interest in Hazel Mote's preaching are not the 

results of a love for the souls of men, but of a love for money. His 

boast, "I'm a real preacher," is only a sad comment on the seculariza

tion of modern life. 

Miss O'Connor is saying that what is generally considered 

progress in the world is in truth retrogression because man is accept

ing false values and the apparent progress is really not advancement. 

It Is, rather, retrogression because man no longer believes the truly 

Important values to be important. She comments through old Tarwater 

when he tells his nephew, "You have to thank me for saving you from 

those advantages" (VBIA, 66), the advantages being those that Rayber 

In the city had wanted to give the boy. She makes another meaningful 

comment In "The Life You Save May Be Your Own": Mr. Shiftlet tells 

old Mrs. Crater, "The monks of old slept in their coffinsl" And she 

answers: "They wasn't as advanced as we are" (GMHF, 59). Hyman calls 

this comment "Miss O'Connor's standard joke."^^ She obviously feels 

that the joke is on those who place trust in the modern inventions and 

devices of man because salvation comes through divesting oneself of 

10 Hyman, Flannery O'Connor, p. 36. 
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love of man's created things. These people not only miss the value 

of this life, but, more importantly, of the world to come. 

It is because of her Christian perspective that Miss O'Connor 

employs these particular themes; because of her Interest in the life 

hereafter she is primarily concerned with man's redemption. In order 

to develop this central theme, she treats such traditional Christian 

concepts as grace and free will and the reality of the Satanic pov/ers 

which lure men toward evil. Self-pride, in possession or will, and 

dependence on technological advances are two dangerous lures which 

Miss O'Connor continually deplores. In her world, there are dire 

consequences for those v/ho choose the evil way rather than choosing to 

rely entirely on God to guide them. Directing her themes toward moral 

and spiritual consciousness. Miss O'Connor gives universal implica

tions to her works because the problems and choices confronting the 

characters of. her stories are those which confront all mankind. 



CHAPTER III 

IMAGES 

In a study of Miss O'Connor's work, the reader discovers cer-*^ 

tain striking Images which appear throughout her stories and emerge 

as a distinctive characteristic of the O'Connor style. These recurring 

patterns are not only effective in developing her themes, but also in 

establishing her uniqueness. 

It Is the Christian symbol which is the basic and most often 

repeated image in Miss O'Connor's writing. This system of reference 

to the Bible gives order and unity to her work and reflects her atti

tudes and beliefs concerning the importance of Christian history. 

Perhaps the most explicit use of Christian frame of reference 

Is seen in The Violent Bear It Av/ay, where the idea of Christian voca

tion Is central to the story's theme. Old Tarwater declares that he 

called himself to be a prophet, but his nephew expects to be called 

dramatically, for he dreams of "Moses who struck water from a rock, 

of Joshua v/ho made the sun stand still, cand: of Daniel who stared 

down lions in the pit" (VBIA, 10). The image of Moses' call is 

effectively used in Tarwater's choice of vocation: feeling that some

thing special v/as reserved for him, he v/ould often stop in the woods 

when he saw a little bush and "v/ait for the bush to burst into flame" 

(VBIA, 41), but he doesn't see the burning bush until the final scene 

when his decision to be a prophet is finally made. 

22 
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The Christian Influence Is strongly seen in the obsession with 

baptism throughout the story. In repeated references to prophets, 

such as Elijah, to Jesus, and in the symbolic meaning of eating the 

loaves and fishes. The great-uncle had always told his nephew that 

he would hasten to the Lake of Galilee to eat the loaves and fishes 

as soon as he died, for such a reward had been promised to the faith

ful. The boy's mental picture of the afterlife as described by his 

great-uncle was literal: he had a "hideous vision of himself sitting 

forever with his great-uncle on the green bank, full and sick, staring 

at a broken fish and a multiplied loaf" (VBIA, 62). This image, like 

the burning bush, is carried into the final scene v/hen young Tarv/ater 

realizes its deep spiritual significance, for he sees the old man in 

a vision, waiting by the Lake of Galilee for the basket containing 

the loaves and fishes. Young Tarwater becomes "av/are at last of the 

object of his hunger, av/are that it v/as the same as the old man's, 

and that nothing on earth v/ould fill him. His hunger was so great 

that he could have eaten all the loaves and fishes after they were 

multiplied" (VBIA, 241). 

Throughout the stories there are other examples such as the 

dove as an image of the Holy Spirit, which is effectively used in 

"The Enduring Chill." First described as a water stain shaped like a 

"fierce bird with spread wings" (ER""C, 93), the image becomes the 

Holy Ghost and carries the message of Asbury's moment of grace and 

acceptance. 

The death images throughout Miss O'Connor's stories are important. 



24 

not as violence, but because of her Christian view of death. Death 

is not an end nor a means of escape from the time process, but rather 

the beginning of a life in paradise with God for those v/ho have accept

ed His mercy. Death, like life itself, belongs in the service of God 

and He sometimes uses it for an awakening, as Is illustrated by the 

demise of the grandmother in "A Good Man Is Hard To Find." Or, as 

with Bevel in "The River" and Bishop in The Violent Bear It Av/ay, 

death serves as the entrance to Heaven. Sometimes another's death is 

redemptive for a character; for instance, Sheppard is humbled only 

through the death of his son Norton in "The Lame Shall Enter First." 

In addition to the Christian symbols, there are other note

worthy image patterns in Flannery O'Connor's v/ork. Miss O'Connor 

heightens meanings in her stories with such symbolic and sensory images 

as the lines of pine trees on farm after farm, the ever-present 

peacocks, and the repeated emphasis on eyes. Her success in using 

these and other original and unusual images is but one of her artistic 

devices, and as such is another dimension of her work to be considered. 

An image pattern v/hich recurs again and again in Miss O'Connor's 

stories Is the fortress line of pine trees. Usually surrounded by 

some pasture land, the line of trees "reappears," as Robert Fitzgerald 

has pointed out, "like a signature in story after story." Another 

critic v/ho has taken notice of the pine trees is Robert Drake, who 

^"Introduction," Everything That Rises Must Converge (New York, 
1966), p. xxxii. 
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explains that the wall of trees defines a "fierce spiritual arena 

where her characters wrestle now the Devil, now with God."^ The line 

of trees does define the boundaries for the stories, and Miss O'Connor 

seems to be restricting the horizontal limit for the action, but she 

also gives symbolic meaning to the woods. 

The wall of trees Is used in "A Good Man Is Hard to Find." 

first to set the stage for the climax, and later to unify the action. 

Immediately after Bailey's automobile has overturned on the deserted 

country road the line is drawn: "Behind the ditch they were sitting 

In there were more v/oods, tall and dark and deep." When The Misfit 

stops and faces the family with his gun and threats. Miss O'Connor 

gives a forecast of the coming destruction of the family with a 

metaphor: "Behind them the line of woods gaped like a dark open 

mouth" (GMHF. 20-21). And one by one the family disappears into the 

dark woods to be shot and the grandmother hears "the wind move through, 

the tree tops like a long satisfied insuck of breath" (GMHF, 25). 

Finally, alone with The Misfit, for "there was nothing around her but 

woods" (GMHF, 27), and with the dark trees as a symbolic backdrop, 

the grandmother is cruelly shot by The Misfit. 

Examples of Miss O'Connor's use of the tree line to define 

the boundaries of the story are numerous. In The Violent Bear U 

Away the v/oods are essential to the final burning scene, and it is in 

^Flannery O'Connor (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1966) 
p. 40. 
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this novel that she uses the phrase, "the light blue fortress line of 

trees" (VBIA, 12). In "Greenleaf" the v/oods, encircling the pasture 

for the final confrontation between Mrs. May and the bull, form an 

"arena." Then, as in "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," the tree line 

becomes significant to the story's meaning v/hen It Is called a "dark 

wound In a world that, was nothing but sky" (ERMC, 52) after Mrs. May 

has been mortally v/ounded by the bull. In her last moment she sees 

Mr. Greenleaf approaching, and "the tree line gaping behind him" 

(ERMC, 52). 

In "A View of the Woods" the woods are central to the story's 

plot, for it is the view of the line of trees which will be hidden by 

the new gas station, and the loss of this view causes the friction in 

the story betv/een grandfather Fortune and his granddaughter, Mary 

Fortune. But the v/oods in the story also have importance because of 

their symbolic and prophetical significance, The grandfather sees in 

the woods a message, a moment of inspiration perhaps, but he rejects 

the v/arning he sees, In the story the v/oods v/ere first pictured as a 

black line v/hich appeared to v/alk around the red pit being gouged out 

for a fishing club. On the afternoon of his death the old man looks 

out several times and sees only v/oods, "just v/oods." Then he is given 

a vision: 

The third time he got up to look at the woods, it was almost six 
o'clock and 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 v/ere caught up out of the rattle of everything that 
led to the future and were held there in the midst of an uncom
fortable mystery that he had not apprehended before. He saw it. 
In his hallucination, as if someone v/ere wounded behind the v/oods 
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and the trees were bathed in blood (ERMC. 71). 

To Mary Fortune, the woods represent beauty. Her resistance 

to the grandfather's determination to sell the lot v/hich will destroy 

the view of the woods causes the final violence between the two which 

Is staged In "an ugly red bald spot surrounded by long thin pines 

that appeared to be gathered there to witness anything that would take 

place" (ERMC, 78). Filled with rage, the old man kills the girl, and 

then Is overcome with a fatal heart attack. He imagines himself 

running "with the ugly pines tov/ard the lake," but the gaunt dark trees 

march on "across the water and av/ay Into the distance" (ERMC, 81), 

refusing to help him. 

Miss O'Connor often links two common flames, burning fire and 

the sun, In effective imagery to establish a tone and to set the 

stage for her most dramatic incidents. In "A Circle in the Fire," 

these tv.o symbols are also related to the woods. The circle of fire, 

a religious symbol of Eternal Love, is used as the disaster which 

shov/s complacent Mrs. Cope the way of salvation. The opening sentence 

of the story suggests the impending crisis: "Sometimes the last line 

of trees v/as a solid gray-blue wall a little darker than the sky but 

this afternoon it v/as almost black and behind it the sky was a livid 

glaring v/h1te" (GMHF, 130); and the sun is used as a specific fore

shadowing of the boy's incendiary plans: "The sun burned so fast 

that It seemed to be trying to set everything in sight on fire. It 

was swollen and flame-colored and hung in the v/oods" (GMHF, 142). 

Then, just before the boys set the fire, the sun is poised for the 

'ii. 
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action: "The sun had risen a little and was only a white hole like 

an opening for the wind to escape through in a sky a little darker 

than Itself, and the tops of the trees were black against the glare" 

(GMHF, 151), Joining the sun, Mrs. Cope and the child v/atch "the 

column of smoke rising and widening unchecked inside the granite line 

of trees." Mrs. Cope is mysteriously united by agony with other 

humans, for her unnamed daughter sees a "face of the new misery . . . 

It might have belonged to anybody" (GMHF, 154). 

Mrs. May in "Greenleaf" has an unusual dream in which she 

pictures the sun, "a swollen red ball," making a grinding sound that 

she identifies as "the sun trying to burn through the tree line"; it 

narrov.'s until it is shaped like a bullet, and "suddenly it bursts 

through the tree line and races down the hill after her" (ERIC, 47). 

When she wakes up, the sound is only the intruding bull munching under 

her windov/, but she has been granted a vision of her death through a 

most unique metaphor. 

0. E, Parker in "Parker's Back" is given an apocalyptic vis-

Ion which utilizes the images of the sun and burning fire. The vis-

Ion comes upon 0. E. as he is baling hay on the farm where he works 

as a day-laborer: 

The sun, the size of a golf ball, began to switch regularly from 
In front to behind him, but he appeared to see it both places as 
If he had eyes in the back of his head. All at once he saw the 
tree reaching out to grasp him. A ferocious thud propelled him 
Into the air, and he heard himself yelling in an unbelievably 
loud voice, 'GOD ABOVE;' (ERMC, 232) 

After the tractor, his shoes, and the tree all burst into 



29 

flame, 0. E. moved quickly to his truck, and "took off in It, zig

zagging up the road" to the city, fifty miles av/ay. "Parker did not 

allow himself to think on the way to the city. He only knew that there 

had been a great change in his life, a leap forward into a worse 

unknown, and that there was nothing he could do about it" (ERI4C, 233). 

In "A Late Encounter with the Enemy." the Intense heat of the 

sun on the day of sixty-tv/o-year-old Sally Poker Sash's graduation 

from college functions as the cause of the death of her grandfather, 

one-hundred-and-four-year-old General Sash. On that day, "the sun 

blazed off the fenders of automobiles and beat from the columns of 

the buildings and pulled the eye from one spot of glare to another" 

(GMHF, 164). The old man Is hatless. and throughout the graduation 

program he is "irked by the hole in his head" (GMHF, 166), obviously 

the sun's heat, as he experiences a procession of the past and calmly 

goes to join his mother and wife in death. 

Burning functions in The Violent Bear It Av/ay as a unifying 

symbol with both literal and figurative fire used. Old Tarv/ater tells 

the boy that evils "come from the Lord and burn the prophet clean" 

(VBIA. 5), and that "even the mercy of the Lord burns" (VBIA, 20). 

Young Tarv/ater imagines that he will see "wheels of fire in the eyes 

of unearthly beasts" (VBIA, 22) when the Lord's call comes to him, and 

that he will return to the city "with fire in his eyes" (VBIA, 28) 

to answer that call. Rayber finds a message from old Tarwater in the 

boy's crib, v/hich warns: "THE PROPHET I RAISE UP OUT OF THIS BOY WILL 

BURN YOUR EYES CLEAN" (VBIA, 76), and he Is m.arked as a condemned 
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soul by the girl evangelist who shrieks: "The Word of God is a 

burning Word to burn you clean. CltD burns man and child, . . . Be 

saved In the Lord's fire or perish in your ov/n!" (VBIA. 134-35) When 

the young boy arrives at Rayber's house, his eyes begin "to burn" 

(VBIA. 89), and to Rayber his eyes appear "singed with guilt" (VBIA, 99). 

After old Tarv/ater's sudden death, the boy sets fire to their 

cabin, meaning to burn the corpse in defiance of the old man's obses

sion about being buried in the ground with a cross to av/ait his 

resurrection. He leaves Immediately for the city, and, seeing the 

glow of its lights, thinks he is seeing the fire of the shack. Later, 

on his return to Pov/derhead, young Tarwater burns the woods to cleanse 

himself, and finally, sets a fire on his ov/n place v/hich burns the 

Devil-presence. After the sign of "the burning bush," he hears the 

command to go preach, so, he sets his "singed eyes" (VBIA, 243) to

ward the city to fulfill his mission. 

The sun imagery throughout The Violent Bear It Away repre

sents the presence of God as He v/atches His creatures. As a youth 

old Tarv/ater had experienced a dramatic message from God through the 

sun. After loudly proclaiming the destruction of the v/orld, the 

prophet v/as disappointed when the sun rose morning after morning, for 

he felt as if the Lord had not heard him. "Then one morning he saw 

to his joy a finger of fire coming out of Cthe sun: and before he 

could turn, before he could shout, the finger had touched him and the 

destruction he had been v/aiting for had fallen in his ov/n brain and 

his own body" (VBIA, 5). 
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The functioning of the sun Is likewise significant in the 

life of young Tarwater. On the morning the old prophet dies, the boy 

knows he must bury him, but the voice of the stranger, the Devil. Is 

arguing strongly against the old man's teaching. The descriptions of 

the sun's progression tells the story of the boy's regression from 

God. In the early part of the discussion, the sun is "directly over

head, apparently dead still, holding its breath, waiting out the 

noontime" (VBIA, 42); then v/hen young Tarwater stops digging and sits 

down to drink the liquor, the sun appears "a furious white, edging 

its way secretly behind the tops of the trees that rose over the 

hiding place" (VBIA, 44). After he is completely drunk and unable to 

bury his Uncle at all, the angry sun just refuses to look: "The 

bright even sky began to fade, coarsening with clouds until every 

shadow had gone in" (VBIA, 47). 

On his return v/alk to Pov/derhead after Bishop's baptismal 

drowning, Tarv/ater is v/atched, even driven, by the sun. With this 

figurative statement its presence and importance is noted: "The sun, 

from being only a ball of glare, was becoming distinct like a large 

pearl, as if the sun and moon had fused in a brilliant marriage" 

(VBIA, 221). On the tortuous trip, the sun burns brighter and 

Tarwater becomes more thirsty and hungry. Finally, over the old man's 

grave, the boy's hunger is abated by the vision of the burning bush: 

"A red-gold tree of fire ascended as if it would consume the darkness 

In one tremendous burst of flame" (VBIA, 242). 

A third element of her imagery revolves about the eye. In 
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the development of her theme of redemption Miss O'Connor stressed 

man's need for vision In finding God. The repetitive use of specta

cles as a symbol of man's need for vision, other than physiological 

vision, can be illustrated from the stories in A Good Man Is Hard To 

Mnd^. In the title story The Misfit, though he wears silver-rimmed 

spectacles, lacks the right kind of vision. He admits, "Nome, I 

ain't a good man" (GMHF, 24), and then declares: "He cJesusD thown Csic: 

everything off balance," (GMHF, 28) and proceeds to direct the mass 

murder of the entire family. In still another story, "A Circle In the 

Fire," the boy Powell, who arrives uninvited on Mrs. Cope's place and 

remains to burn her pasture, wears "silver-rimmed spectacles" (GMHF, 

135). In the last story. Miss O'Connor introduces "A good man"--the 

displaced person, Mr. Guizac, and he wears "gold-rimmed spectacles" 

(GMHF, 198). This foreigner, who comes to Mrs. Mclntyre's farm and 

upsets the routine, is the only character who v/ears gold-rimmed specta

cles, and he evidently "sees" the need for man to accept God. He is 

also symbolic In that he is a minority among those who do not "see," 

and this situation Is representative of the world v/hich has in it more 

Misfits and Pov/ells than Mr. Guizacs. 

In the later stories, tv/o characters who wear silver-rimmed 

glasses are the grandfather and granddaughter Fortune in "A View of 

the Woods"; and through stubborness and selfishness, these two end in 

violent deaths. 

The sight-blindness imagery is wery evident in Wise Blood, for 

It ties the book together. As a beginning it is to be noted that the 
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name Hazel Motes suggests sight, for it is common to think of a haze 

or mote In the eyes. Haze has a pair of silver-rimmed spectacles 

that had belonged to his mother which he took when he went Into the 

Army, and also when he went to Taulkinham to preach, "He kept the 

glasses In case his vision should ever become dim" (WB, 25). He had 

put them on the morning that Enoch Emery presented the stuffed mummy 

to Haze to be used as his new Jesus. V/earing the glasses. Haze has 

the vision to throw out the dummy. The significance of the glasses 

as a symbol is made clear v/hen he says to Sabbath: "I've seen the 

only truth there is!" (WB, 189) Then he can with impunity throw his 

glasses out the door. 

In his first sermon Haze rhetorically asks the audience: 

"Don't I have eyes in my head? Am I a blind man?" (WB, 55) Sabbath 

tells her father why she likes Haze's eyes: "They don't look like 

they see what he's looking at but they keep on looking" (WB, 109). 

After Haze has blinded himself, his landlady thinks he has "the look 

of seeing something" (WB, 214). She wonders why he had "destroyed 

his eyes and saved himself unless he had some plan, unless he saw 

something that he couldn't get without being blind to everything 

else?" (W3. 216) To her questions about his peculiar penance, he 

bluntly tells her: "You can't see" (WB, 222). Miss O'Connor is say

ing that, though blind. Haze can "see" what is important, And Mrs. 

Flood recognizes this fact, too, for at the end of the book, she 

decides if she v/ere going to be blind, she v/ould have Motes lead her, 

for "v/ho better to lead the blind than the blind, who knew what it 
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was like?" (WB, 229) The last phrase of the story, which describes 

Hazel Motes as "the pin point of light" (WB, 232), is an effective 

Image, pointing, as It does, to an earlier observation by Mrs. Flood 

In which she imagined Haze's blind state as "a pin point of light" in 

a dark tunnel. "She saw It as some kind of star . . . she saw him 

going backwards to Bethlehem" (WB, 219). With a vision of the star 

of Bethlehem in mind, Mrs. Flood experiences her "moment of grace" as 

Haze Motes dies. -^ 

0. E. Parker chooses a particular Byzantine Christ picture to 

be tattooed on his back because it has eyes that seemed to pull him 

tov/ard its haloed head as he is choosing from the artist's book. In 

this story, "Parker's Back," the emphasis on the eyes of the Christ 

relates to Flannery O'Connor's central redemption theme. 0. E. is 

described as "trembling" when he gazes at the "haloed head of a flat 

stern Byzantine Christ with all-demanding eyes" (ERMC, 235). When the 

tattoo work is finished, it is the eyes that look at 0. E.—"still, 

straight, all-demanding" (ERMC. 239), and he realizes that "the eyes 

that were now forever on his back were eyes to be obeyed" (ERMC. 241). 

Even though his wife calls the tattoo "idolatry," 0. E. is changed, 

and the closing sentence suggests a crucifixion scene: "There he was--

who called himself Obadiah Elihue--leaning against the tree, crying 

like a baby" (ERI-1C, 244). 

The peacock, with dazzling, iridescent patterns on its wings 

which resemble innumerable eyes, is another recurring symbol that is 

almost like a signature, and it has special interest not only because 
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In Christian art it Is traditionally the symbol of immortality, but 

also because of Miss O'Connor's fondness for this bird. In an essay 

"Living With a Peacock," she discusses her hobby of raising peacocks, 

admitting that on her farm she has forty or more, and makes this 

coninent: " . . . many people, I have found, are congenitally unable 

to appreciate the sight of a peacock. Once or twice I have been asked 

what the peacock is 'good for'--a question which gets no ansv/er from 

me because it deserves none." Then describing the cock's plumage. 

she adds: "With his tail spread, he inspires a range of emotions, but 

I have yet to hear laughter."^ j 

In "The Displaced Person," where the peacock is the important 

symbol in the story, she illustrates the different reactions to Christ 

through the way the characters see the fowl. Mrs. Mclntyre is blind 

to the vision embodied in the peacock; she keeps it only because of 

her late husband, the Judge, for she has "a superstitious fear of 

annoying the Judge in his grave" (GMHF, 228) if she sells it. To her, 

it is "just another mouth to feed" (GMHF, 202). 

Mrs. Shortley reveals her blindness to the splendor and 

mystery of God's order by calling the cock "nothing but a peachicken." 

Another time her prejudice and blindness coalesce as she sees only a 

group of displaced persons "pushing their v/ay" into America while the 

cock's tail is spread, "full of fierce planets with eyes that v/ere 

ringed in green and set against a sun that v/as gold in one second's 

light and salmon-colored in the next" (GMHF, 204). 

^Holiday (September 1961), p. Ill 
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The old Negro. Astor. who says, "Black and white is the same" 

(GMHF, 224) does not comment on the marvel and beauty of the peacock, 

but, significantly, seems to commune with the cock. The bird foUov/s 

him about the place as he works, and on occasion, Astor speaks with him. 

It Is the old priest who sees the beauty of the peacock; he 

views It as his personal image of Christ's second coming: 

The cock stopped suddenly and curving his neck backwards, he 
raised his tail and spread it with a shimmering timbrous noise. 
Tiers of small pregnant suns floated in a green-gold haze over 
his head. The priest stood transfixed, his jaw slack. Mrs. 
Mclntyre v/ondered v/here she had ever seen such an idiotic old 
man. 'Christ will come like that!' he said in a loud gay voice 
and wiped his hand over his mouth and stood there, gaping. 

As the cock v/alks backv/ard with the spread tail, the old man sees 

still another image and murmurs, "The Transfiguration" (GMHF, 239). 

In the scene in which Mrs. Mclntyre is delivering her ultima

tum that Mr. Guizac is not her responsibility, the priest is so 

completely consumed with the beauty of the peacock that he sees the 

Christ and announces: "He came to redeem us" (GMHF, 239). This 

sentence, uttered by an absent-minded old man and precipitated by a 

strutting bird, reverberates throughout the O'Connor v/orld. 

The peacock appears in other stories: Joy-Hulga in "Good 

Country People" is described as being "as sensitive about the artifi

cial leg as a peacock about his tail" (GMHF, 192); little Lucynell 

Crater in "The Life You Save May Be Your Own" has "eyes as blue as a 

peacock's neck" (GMHF, 54); the little girl Lucette at the evangelis

tic meeting in The^ Violent Bear It Av/ay preaches "Silver and gold and 

peacock tails, a thousand suns in a peacock's tail . . . " (VBIA, 131). 

m 
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The value of these Images lies in their contribution tov/ard 

communicating Miss O'Connor's distinct personal feelings. She uses 

the imagery motifs as a means for intensifying her themes as she 

consciously endeavors to transmit her Christian insight within the 

limits of her literary medium. Thus, these symbolic patterns add a 

distinctive dimension to Flannery O'Connor's v/ork and therefore give 

satisfaction and pleasure to the reader. 



CHAPTER IV 

USE OF THE GROTESQUE 

One distinguishing quality of Miss O'Connor's writing 1s her 

use of the grotesque. Presenting distortions in scenery, behavior 

patterns, family relationships, characters' appearances and habits as 

well as in the fictional situations and the story endings, she makes 

the grotesqueness an Important tool in her art and an avenue to carry 

her theme of redemption. 

A precise, valid definition of the term grotesque as it will 

be used in this study is given by Louise Y. Gossett in her recent book, 

Violence in Recent Southern Fiction: 

In literature the grotesque connotes incongruity and distor
tion v/hich cm.phasize the abnormal in appearance, manners, behav
ior, setting, and event. The deviation from conditions broadly 
accepted as normal is so extreme as to call dramatic attention to 
Itself. The direction of this deviation is tov/ard the inharmoni
ous, the ugly, the repulsive, and the unsavory. For the moment 
the common levels of human action are raised--or lowered--to the 
bizarre, the absurd, and the horrible.' 

It is unjust to suggest that Miss O'Connor's grotesqueness is 

merely a gimmick, or to notice only the repulsiveness and ugliness 

inherent In such people and situations as she depicts, since it is 

precisely through the deliberate use of the grotesque that she is able 

"Introduction" (Durham, North Carolina, 1965), p, x. 
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to Illustrate the horror or sin In man which makes him need God's 

grace. The physical or visible distortion Is, therefore, a functional 

device to Illustrate outwardly the inner human Imperfection. Since 

evil Is equated with the ugly, the grotesque in her v/ork serves to 

represent the spiritual grotesqueness of all men. As Robert Drake 

has suggested. Miss O'Connor's emphasis on the imperfect and the grotes

que points to the concept of straightness or "oughtness" without which 

the grotesque Is meaningless, for It is only v/hen the straight Is 

known that the crooked can be seen,^ Miss O'Connor, then, often uses 

the grotesque in her v/ork in order to reveal what she feels is the 

right or true idea. She explained, in an interview v/ith Granville 

Hicks, that the most reliable path to reality, or to the kind of reality 

Important to her, is by the v/ay of the grotesque. 

In a lecture entitled "Some Aspects of the Grotesque in South

ern Literature" delivered at East Texas State University in the fall of 

1962, Miss O'Connor, in giving an explanation of what she v/as attempt

ing as a writer, commented particularly on the grotesque element in 

literature. Explaining that this is a time v/hen "the grotesque is 

intensified in the v/ork of many writers because they are writing against 

the currents of their age," she regretted that "in the eye of the 

general reader these grotesques are freaks because the public, with its 

^"The Harrowing Evangel of Flannery O'Connor," The Christian 
Century, LXXXI (September 30, 1964), 1201. 

^"A Writer At Home With Her Heritage," p. 23. 
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clinical bias. Invariably approaches them from the standpoint of abnor

mal psychology." This misunderstanding on the part of readers was, 

she believed, attributable to their not being prepared to accept her 

assumptions based on the scriptural allegory of grace. In order to 

break Into "the door of real understanding," she resorts to the 

grotesque, always pushing the limits of her fiction "outv/ard tov/ard 

the limits of n\ystery. . . . " 

Going even further with this subject in "The Fiction Writer 

and His Country," Miss O'Connor again expressed clearly her reason for 

utilizing this form: 

My ov/n feeling is that v/riters v/ho see by the light of their 
Christian faith will have, in these times, the sharpest eyes for 
the grotesque, for the perverse, and for the unacceptable. . . , 
Redemption is meaningless unless there is cause for it in the 
actual life v/e live, and for the last few centuries there has 
been operating in our culture the secular belief that there is 
no cause. 

The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life 
distortions v/hich are repugant to him, and his problem will be to 
make these appear as distortions to an audience v/hich is used to 
seeing them as natural; and he may well be forced to take even 
more violent means to get his vision across to this hostile audi
ence. V/hen you can assume that it does not, then you have to make 
your vision apparent by shock--to the hard of hearing you shout, 
and for the almost blind you draw large and startling figures.^ 

At times these "large and startling figures" and other distor

tions of the grotesque elements appear as only bizarre humor to modern 

Printed in Forthcoming, (Department of English, East Texas 
State University, 1967), pp. 10-11. 

^"The Fiction Writer and His Country," pp. 162-163. 
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readers. Miss O'Connor said of her grotesque heroes: " . . . comic 

though they may be, they are at least not primarily so. . , . Their 

fanaticism Is a reproach, not simply an eccentricity,"^ When the 

grotesqueness is recognized as a valid part of her v/ork, a means of 

Illustrating her redemption theme, the humor involved can be enjoyed 

as another aspect of her art which does not detract from the essential 

seriousness of her purpose, 

*N. Miss O'Connor drew one of her most startling, grotesque figures^ 

in her first novel. Wise Blood, in the central character of this story. 

Hazel Motes. Because his grotesque appearance and unexpected behavior 

are shocking to the modern audience. Miss O'Connor can use his abnor

malities to shout her message to her audience. Even though his behavior 

is most unexpected, he emerges as a credible character because Miss 

O'Connor's portrayal is convincing, and even his bizarre actions are 

believable and consistent with the motivations and personality she 

presents. In the beginning Haze appears to be desperately sinning so 

that he can feel God's vengeance, but at the end he is meekly seeking 

God's mercy through penance. Even his submission is grotesque-like, 

for he subjects his body to barbaric atrocities and suffers a violent 

death. 

Hazes' irregular appearance, as suggested by the description 

of him given through the eyes of a fellow traveler on the train v/here 

'"Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Literature," p. 11. 
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Haze is first Introduced, is a preparation for the Incongruity and 

deviation seen throughout the story in his behavior: 

. . . he had a stiff black broad-brimned hat on his lap, a hat 
that an elderly country preacher would wear. His suit was a 
glaring blue and the price tag was still stapled on the sleeve 
of it. . . . He had a nose like a shrike's bill and a long verti
cal crease on either side of his mouth; his hair looked as if It 
had been permanently flattened under the heavy hat. (WB, 10) 

The abnormality of Haze's family background is also preparation 

for the further deviations later in the story. He was brought up by 

a strict mother v/ho punished him often, and always with the reminder: 

"Jesus died to redeem you." Haze's usual reply to her v/as: "I never 

ast him" (WB, 63). His grandfather v/as a fanatic preacher v/ho came 

into Eastrod, his home town, every fourth Sunday "as if he were just 

In time to save them all from Hell" (WB, 21), and the boy planned to 

be a preacher like his grandfather, but after four years in the army 

he has decided to deny there is evil and is going to the tov/n of 

Taulkinham to preach the gospel of "The Church Without Christ" (WB, 106). 

Everything Haze does in Taulkinham is shocking and unexpected. 

Since he feels compelled to practice v/hat is evil by Christian stand

ards so that he can show his disbelief, he seeks to break accepted 

moral principles. For example: "He felt he should have a woman, not 

for the sake of the pleasure in her, but to prove that he didn't 

believe in sin since he practiced v/hat v/as called it" (WB, 110). On 

his first night in the town, then, he hurries to the address of Leora 

Watts, v/hich he had copied from the wall of the men's washroom in the 

train station. He then brags, "I don't need Jesus. . . . What do I 
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need with Jesus? I got Ltora Watts" (WB, 56). 

Another grotesque, and a humorous one, in the story Is Haze's 

car—a rat-colored Essex that Is minus a back seat and has one door tied 

on with a rope. Haze Is wery proud of this vehicle and tells Sabbath; 

"Nobody with a good car needs to be justified" (WB, 113). Hyman, 

emphasizing the Importance of the car, calls It a "character in the 

novel." Haze does not simply travel in the car; he sleeps In It, eats 

In It, and uses It as the pulpit for his preaching. Standing on the 

hood of this grotesque machine, he shouts his shocking message: "Well, 

I preach the Church without Christ. I'm a member and preacher to that 

church where the blind don't see and the lame don't v/alk and what's 

dead stays that way. Ask me about that Church and I'll tell you it's 

the church that the blood of Jesus don't foul with redemption" (WB, 105). 

The most violent scene in Haze's move tov/ard Redemption is the 

murder of a preacher who v/as hired to dress up as Haze and to preach 

on the city streets. This murder is not only significant as a grotes

que scene, but is is also important for the change it brings in the 

character of Hazel Motes. The impersonation especially enrages Haze 

because he believes that the man does believe in Jesus. Forcing the 

man to take off the glaring blue suit which resembles his own. Haze 

knocks the man down with the Essex, then backs the car over the body. 

Haze has forced this crisis, and it reveals to him his willful 

rejection of faith. He now experiences his moment of grace, and begins 

^Hyman, Flannery O'Connor, p. 10. 
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to dedicate himself to spiritual cleansing. But in acceptance Haze's 

actions are no more normal or expected than his actions were In rejec

tion. He blinds himself, Oedipus-like, for not seeing when he had 

eyes to see, wears barbed wire beneath his shirt, puts rocks and glass 

In his shoes, and denies himself any pleasure. His landlady rebukes 

him saying: 

"Well, it's not normal. It's like one of them gory stories, 
Its something that people have quit doing--like boiling in oil 
or being a saint. . . . There's no reason for It. People have 
quit doing it." 

To v/hich objection. Motes replies: 

"They ain't quit as long as I'm doing it." (WB, 224) 

Haze Is the protagonist of Wise Blood, and through him the 

theme is developed, but he is not the only grotesque character; for 

Miss O'Connor presents three false prophets, or preachers, with strange 

and unexpected behavior who operate as antagonists to Haze, and illus

trate through their outer distortions the inner human imperfection of 

men without God. Two of these are fakes v/ho are Interested only in 

the money that might con.e from their preaching, and their hypocrisy is 

In sharp contrast to Haze's sincerity. 

Asa Hawks pretends to be a preacher, but religion is only a 

racket for him. He had once publicized his intentions to blind him

self in public as proof of his belief. His nerve fails, however, and 

later he simply poses as a blind man, hiding behind dark glasses as he 

goes about begging. His deceit is exposed when Haze picks the lock to 

Hav/k's room, lights a match close to his face, and v/atches the gaze of 
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the man's eyes. The Idea of blinding oneself to justify belief seems 

to fascinate Haze, and Hawk's failure to do so serves as a perfect 

foreshadov/ing for Haze's dramatic action later v/hen he blinds himself. 

The second fake, who calls himself Onnie Jay Holy, Is "plumpish, 

with curly blond hair that was cut with showy sideburns." He v/ears a 

"black suit with a silver stripe," a "wide brimmed v/hite hat," and 

"tight-fitting black pointed shoes and no socks" (WB, 147). Onnie 

Jay begins listening to Haze's preaching and comes forth as a witness 

to his gospel and a would-be collector of money after each sermon. He 

Is not, however, prepared for Haze's absolute honesty: Haze will not 

allow even any discussion of begging for money. Holy then hires a man 

to dress up as Haze, and it is this false preacher whom Haze eventual

ly murders. 

The third and strangest of the false religionists is Enoch 

Emery, a young boy v/ho works as a guard at the city park. As Stanley 

Edgar Hyman has pointed out, Enoch has a regular religious schedule: 

... in fixed ritual stages he must daily have a sacramental 
milkshake and make suggestive remarks to the waitress, then 
visit the zoo animals and make obscene comments on their 
appearance, finally go to the museum and pay his devotions to a 
mummy. These are Enoch's stations of the Cross, as we note from 
the pun: 'We got to cross this road and go down this hill, we 
got to go on foot.'° 

Enoch considers himself somewhat of a prophet because he has 

"wise blood" which tells him v/hat is important and v/hen the time is 

right for certain actions. For example, his "wise blood" tells him to 

^Hyman, Flannery O'Connor, p. 10. 
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steal the museum mumn\y, which he offers as "the new Jesus" for Haze's 

Church. Even with such abnormalities, Enoch Is only a lonely boy. 

Miss O'Connor leaves him In a stolen gorilla suit that he had hoped 

would make him as popular and sought after as It had made the former 

ov/ner, Gonga, Giant Jungle Monarch, but people still avoid Enoch, and 

he Is as lonely as he had been before he acquired the disguise^ 

In the story "Parker's Back," which was the last story s1 

wrote before her death. Miss O'Connor has drawn another startling 

figure who illustrates the power of her grotesque creations as well as 

the workings of the redemption theme. 0. E. Parker, a young Southerner, 

has been dishonorably discharged from the Navy for AWOL and is now a 

farm day laborer. 0. E.'s one Interest in life is a passion for having 

himself tattooed. His body is covered with eagles, serpents, hearts, 

tigers, hav/ks, and even the faces of Elizabeth II and Philip; rather, 

the front of his body is covered, for 0. E. has never had a tattoo put 

on his back. Miss O'Connor gives 0. E.'s explanation for this empty 

back Ingenuously, yet with apparent seriousness: "To see a tattoo on 

his own back he would have to get tv/o mirrors and stand between them 

In just the correct position and this seemed to Parker a good way to 

make an idiot of himself" (ERIC, 230). 

0. E.'s wife, Sarah Ruth Gates, disapproves of tattoos and 

tells 0. E.: "At the judgement seat of God, Jesus is going to say to 

you, 'What you been doing all your life besides have pictures drav/n 

all over you?'" (ERMC, 230) But her warnings are not effective, for 

0. E. goes to an artist and orders that a "haloed head of a flat stern 
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Byzantine Christ with all-demanding eyes" (ERIC, 235) be put on his 

back. He feels sure that Sarah Ruth will be pleased, and he doesn't 

expect this one extra tattoo will affect him; however, she Is not 

pleased, and he Is a changed person. Sarah Ruth calls the tattoo 

Idolatry and beats him with a broom until "she had nearly knocked him 

senseless and large welts had formed on the face of the tattooed 

Christ" (ERMC, 244). Now 0. E. is literally Christ-bearing with the 

face of the Christ on his back, and "the eyes that were now forever 

on his back were eyes to be obeyed" (ERMC, 241)./ Miss O'Connor uses 

the grotesqueness of tattooing,which Itself is garish and ludicrous, 

as the metaphor for man's redemption; this figure is, as Hyman has 

pointed out, "uncanny and perfect, a truly metaphysical conceit."^ _-

Other grotesque characters, such as Joy Hopewell and the Bible 

Salesman In "Good Country People" and Tom T. Shiftlet in "The Life You 

Save May Be Your Own," choose to remain in disbelief and to reject the 

redemption that is possible for all who will seek it rather than 

acknowledge belief and accept the grace. Because of their willful 

rejection, they are shallow caricatures of what man should be, and Miss 

O'Connor uses their imperfectness to imply the straightness which she 

feels Is the right v/ay. 

The Bible Salesman is a fake Christian. Like The Misfit, he 

has chosen his path with full knowledge of grace, and his life is a 

^Hyman, Flannery O'Connor, p. 26. 
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practice of the perversion of grace. Joy-Hulga, with her intellect-

uallsm and Ph.D., stands in contrast to this illiterate country boy; 

yet she appears more foolish than he because she arrived at her atheism 

after long and laborious study, whereas he has never believed. 

Joy Hopewell, a thirty-two-year-old self-professing atheist, 

who has a Ph.D. in philosophy and wears an artificial leg, has legally 

changed her name from Joy to Hulga; she chose it simply because of 

"Its ugly sound," but she feels that the new name is "her highest 

creative act." Nothing about Hulga is pleasant or pretty. She is 

described as "bloated, rude, and squint-eyed"; she v/ears "a six-year-

old skirt and a yellow sweat shirt with a faded cov/boy on a horse 

embossed on it"; she continually says strange things to irritate her 

mother; she stum.ps on her leg, making an awful sound--"because it is 

ugly sounding"; and all day she sits "on her neck in a deep chair 

reading" (GMHF, 175-176). 

After this description of Hulga's ugliness. Miss O'Connor 

introduces the Bible Salesman, "a tall gaunt hatless youth," who calls 

on the Hopev.ells just at dinner time to sell a Bible. Introducing 

himself as Manley Pointer, he explains that he is only "good country 

people," just a poor boy v/ho wants to devote his life to "Chrustian 

CsicD service" (GMHF, 177-180). 

He appears sincere and genuine, but in the surprise ending he 

Is shown to be more deform.ad than Hulga, for he is neither "good 

country people," nor a "fine Christian," but a deranged pretender who, 

like the Misfit, has chosen not to believe. After he has added Hulga's 
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leg to his odd collection in the hollow Bible he sneers at the possesor 

of the Ph.D., saying: "Hulga, you ain't so smart. I been believing 

In nothing ever since I was born" (GMHF, 194-195). 

Through this experience Hulga 1s shown to be stripped of her 

pretensions, and the reader, v/hen he has overcome his laughter at the 

grotesqueness of the whole situation, is supposed to become aware of 

the reality of evil and to see that the devil himself has seduced Hulga 

and has been the author of the tempting inner voice within her. Again, 

Miss O'Connor has engaged the reader's attention by means of the 

grotesque to propound her religious themes. 

Tom T. Shiftlet in "The Life You Save May Be Your Own" is 

another grotesque oddball v/ho is convincingly developed by Miss O'Connor.J 

Like The Misfit and the Bible Salesman, he is a moral freak, thus one 

of her evil characters; but he is also, like Joy-Hulga, a physical 

freak, since he is one-armed, and his gaunt figure lists to one side. _ 

But he is not the only freak in this story. There is Mrs. Crater, 

one of the strangest and most ignorant of Miss O'Connor's mother-

widow-women. Then there is her deaf-mute daughter, Lucynell; Mrs. 

Crater says Lucynell is fifteen or sixteen, but she is really nearly 

thirty. 

Mr. Shiftlet is nothing but a tramp v/ho can do repair and 

mechanic v/ork and has a knack for making philosophical expressions. 

His announcement, "I got a moral intelligence" (GMHF, 59), is another 

example of Miss O'Connor's irony as she sets up this character for the 

deceptive act later in the story. Shiftlet stays on the Crater place 
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because he spies a car which hasn't run In fifteen years, and he wants 

to have a car of his own. This vehicle becomes his reason for stay

ing; as Hyman says, he has "automobllolatry."'^ 

So Mr. Shiftlet stays, and he works some at odd jobs such as 

mending fences and pens. He even teaches Lucynell to say the word 

"bird," which she pronounces, "burrttddt, ddbirrttdt." After these 

preliminaries he begins tinkering with the car, expecting to make It 

run. The story develops into a bargaining dual, for Mrs. Crater is 

"ravenous for a son-in-law," and Mr. Shiftlet has an insatiable desire 

for her car. Mrs. Crater proposes the marriage in a very blunt manner: 

"Listen here, Mr. Shiftlet . . . you'd be getting a permanent house 

and a deep v/ell and the most innocent girl in the world. You don't 

need no money. Lemnie tell you something, there ain't any place in the 

world for a poor disabled friendless drifting man." He holds out for 

paint for the old car and seventeen-fifty for a week-end trip. Mrs. 

Crater eventually agrees to his terms, and the three grotesque charac

ters drive into town in the newly painted car for the marriage ceremony 

at the Ordinary's office. 

While this much of the story is surprising, the end is shock

ing. Shiftlet Is supposedly taking Lucynell on a wedding trip, but 

after about a hundred miles, he stops at an eating place to get some 

food. She rests her head on the counter and goes to sleep, so Mr. 

Shiftlet quickly pays for. her food and leaves in the Ford. (It is the 

10 Hyman, Flannery O'Connor, p. 19. 
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car that represents an Ideal marriage to him because "he had always 

wanted an automobile, but he had never been able to afford one 

before" (GMHF, 65). J 

On the v/ay to Mobile Shiftlet picks up a young hitchhiker and 

begins to talk about his dear old mother who was "a angel of Gawd." 

The boy, obviously repulsed by the distorted Shiftlet, yells: "You 

go to the devil! My old woman is a flea bag and yours is a stinking 

pole cat!" And he opens the door and jumps out of the car. Tom T. 

Shiftlet is appalled at this expression of evil in the human heart; 

he "felt that the rottenness of the v/orld was about to engulf him," 

and he raises this prayer: "Oh Lord break forth and wash the slime 

from this earth" (GMHF, 67). 

The reader Is shocked at such a pious expression from an 

obviously perverted character who is lacking in humane principles. 

The deception which he has contrived is a grotesque and violent act 

of betrayal and thus he illustrates Miss O'Connor's idea of the grotes

queness of a person v/ho is without'God's grace. 

An additional element of Miss O'Connor's grotesqueness is 

distorted family relationships. Whereas the family unit normally has 

harmony and offers security to its members. Miss O'Connor often 

exposes a complete perversion of a normal, stable situation. In her 

work particular family groupings are repeated which illustrate an 

inharm.onious relationship. The hard-v/orking mother and distracted 

child such as Mrs. Cope and her "pale fat girl of twelve" in "A Circle 

In the Fire"' are such a pair; in "Good Country People" Mrs. Hopewell 
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and Joy-Hulga, who can hardly tolerate her mother's complacent v/ays. 

form still another pair. The May boys In "Greenleaf" are even more 

distorted as they Insult and purposely vex their mother. These 

mothers appear Interested in their children, but they are more concerned 

about their "place" and are Ineffectual as parents. * 

Another grouping that is a perversion of a normal family situa

tion Is the parent, child, and outsider. The parent brings in the 

outsider and attempts to help him, v/hile neglecting his ov/n child. In 

"The Lame Shall Enter First" this situation is exemplified by Sheppard, 

Norton, and Rufus Johnson. Sheppard, a well-meaning widov/er, believes 

that he can help the clubfooted criminal boy, Rufus, by patience and 

love; but, the sad consequence is the suicide of his ov/n son, Norton. 

In this situation the presumptuous Sheppard acts like God in believing 

that he can transform the boy who is evil and has no desire to change. 

In the "Comforts of Home" this grouping is also used, but here 

It Is not carried through as satisfactorily. Thomas lives with his 

mother, who brings home the nymphomaniac girl Sarah Ham, called Star 

Drake. Because she has complete faith in the girl, the mother is 

absurdly gullible about Star's drinking, bad checks, continual lies, 

and attempted suicides, but Thomas cannot endure having such a person 

In the house. In the end, Thomas accidentally fires a gun which kills 

his mother just as the sheriff, v/ho thinks that Thomas and Star are 

lovers, v/alks in. The ending is too melodramatic and the character of 

Star is too preposterous for the story to be completely credible. 

Another type of relationship that establishes a distorted 
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family situation is the pairing of a child and his mother's father 

or brother, Mr. Head and his daughter's son Nelson are such a family. 

It Is significant, too, that an odd family relationship Is typical of 

both of Miss O'Connor's novels: Haze and his grandfather In Wise 

Blood and young Tarv/ater and his great-uncle, the old Tarwater, In 

The Violent Bear It Away. 

In the story "A View of the Woods" the pair Is Mary Fortune 

Pitts and her grandfather Fortune. The child's face Is "a small 

replica of the old man's," and he thinks she is "the smartest and the 

prettiest child" he has ever seen. There Is seventy years' difference 

In their ages, but "the spiritual distance between them is slight" 

(ERIC. 55). The grandfather has no use for Mary's mother, considers 

her father an Idiot, and Ignores the other six children, all of whom 

live on old Fortune's place in the country. 

Although grandfather and granddaughter are constantly together, 

there are two matters of strong conflict between them: the disciplin

ing of Mary Fortune by her father, Pitts, and the selling of a plot of 

land In front of the house. The grandfather will not whip the girl, 

and even though he has seen her father beat her, Mary Fortune alv/ays 

declares: "Nobody beat me." Her denial is infuriating to the old man. 

and his bad heart pains him every time she Is whipped. Mary Fortune 

does not want him to sell the plot and argues: "We won't be able 

to see the v/oods," and "My daddy grazes his calves on that lot" 

(ERMC, 61-63). The grandfather, nevertheless, determines to sell the 

plot because he knows the act v/ill not only give displeasure to his 
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son-in-law, but may even cause Pitts to have a stroke. 

The extreme antagonism betv/een the two erupts into a violent 

expression of hatred in the final scene after the grandfather has 

completed the deal to sell the lots. Because Mary Fortune gives vent 

to her furious rage by throwing bottles and crates at him, the grand

father decides that he must beat her, and then she will respect him as 

she does Pitts. But the agile girl resists his attempts, and In the 

ensuing fight he strangles her. The story ends as the old man runs to

ward the lake. His drowning is not, hov/ever, in innocence, for he is 

not seeking the kingdom. The lack of harmony and respect betv/een 

generations in this family is grotesque, and again Miss O'Connor implies 

and points to the right v/ay by the use of the distorted. 

The mother and father in "The River" are examples of skeletal 

parents v/ho put their own pleasure ahead of their child's needs. One 

Sunday they engage a sitter, Mrs. Connin, to take their little five-

year old boy, Harry, while they recover from a hangover. Because of 

his experience on this day, Harry, drowns himself and is lost forever 

to his parents. Miss O'Connor utilizes the ignorant, country traits 

of Mrs. Connin to Imply the depravity of Harry's parents. This situa

tion is another example of the seemingly wise exposed as foolish with 

the unsophisticated character emerging as the wise one. The little 

boy's complete innocence in longing for attention makes the story 

absolutely believable, and his parents loom as villains. J 

Mrs. Connin tells Harry that "he had been made by a carpenter 

named Jesus Christ. Before he had thought it had been a doctor named 
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Sladewell." Really, he "thought Jesus Christ was a word like 'oh' or 

'damn' or 'God.' or maybe somebody who had cheated them out of some

thing sometime" (GMHF, 38). Mrs. Connin also tells him that the 

picture over her bed of a man wearing a white sheet with long hair and 

a gold circle around his head is Jesus. 

Harry learns more about this Jesus when Mrs. Connin takes him 

to the river to a "healing," where a country preacher named Bevel 

stands In the stream shouting: "There ain't but one river and that's 

the River of Life, made out of Jesus' Blood. That's the river you 

have to lay your pain in, In the River of Faith, in the River of Life, 

In the River of Love, in the rich red river of Jesus' Blood, you 

people!" (GMHF, 40-41) 

Mrs. Connin, suspecting that the boy has never been baptized, 

offers him to the preacher v/hen no one else responds to his pleading. 

The preacher tells Harry that if he is baptized, he will be able to go 

to the Kingdom of Christ, and the little boy thinks: "I won't go back 

to the apartment then, I'll go under the river." After plunging him 

Into the water, the preacher assures Harry, "You count now, you didn't 

count before" (GMHF, 45). 

His parents, hov/ever, will not assure him that he "counts"; 

they only ridicule his action. Deciding that the preacher's promised 

Kingdom of Christ Is to be preferred above their empty secular life, 

the boy leaves the apartment the next morning with half a package of 

Life Savers, but no suitcase "because there v/as nothing from there he 

v/anted to keep." Little Harry goes straight to the river; he intends 
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"not to fool with preachers anymore but to Baptize himself and to keep 

on going this time until he finds the Kingdom of Christ In the river 

(GMHF. 50-51). 

Here, as Gossett has suggested, the adults represent the 

"Insensitivity and cruelty of unredeemed human nature."^^ ̂ They liter

ally sent him to his violent end, because the Kingdom is the only home 

which he has ever been offered. Miss O'Connor's technique of using 

the grotesque to depict her redemption theme is evident here; for, 

through the incongruous action of drowning, Harry finds salvation be

cause he Is hunting for the Kingdom. 

Another kind of parent often found in Flannery O'Connor's 

fiction is an overbearing person, such as the grandmother in "A Good 

Man is Hard to Find." Mrs. Crater in "The Life You Save May Be Your 

Ov/n," v/ho literally sells her daughter to the tramp Shiftlet,is 

another example of the domineering parent. And the great-uncle 

Tarwater is still another rigid parent v/hose influence is strongly felt 

throughout the novel, The^ Violent Bear It Away. 

The functional quality of the grotesque apart from the specific 

character development can be illustrated from opening scenes of two 

stories. Miss O'Connor describes old Tarv/ater's death in The Violent 

Bear It Away as quite sudden: he had cooked breakfast as usual and 

died "before he got the first spoonful to his mouth," Young Tarv/ater, 

sitting across the table, felt a tremor which he knew meant that the 

^'Gossett, Violence, p. 88. 



old man was dead. He was faced by his uncle's "silver protruding eyes 

that looked like two fish straining to get out of a net of red 

threads," but he continued to sit across the table from the corpse, 

finishing his breakfast in a kind of sullen embarrassment . . . " 

(VBIA, 10-11). Though shocking, the description of the boy finishing 

his meal foreshadows the importance of the old prophet in the story. 

He continues to direct the boy as if his eyes were literally focused 

on his young charge. When, for instance, Tarwater is leaving Pov/der

head, the boy is "forced on through the v/oods by tv/o bulging silver 

eyes" (VBIA, 50). The intense presence of the old man is, in fact, 

evident throughout the story, not only as a point of conflict between 

Rayber and Tan/ater, but also as a guiding hand for Tarv/ater in the 

city park when he attempts to baptize Bishop. At the moment he 

starts toward the v/ater to the child, Tarv/ater feels a "distinct 

tension in the quiet." It is the "felt presence" of the old man, 

"waiting for the baptism." The mystic presence is verified when 

Tarv/ater viev/s a v/avering face in the v;ater; the gaunt face has "a 

look of starvation," (VBIA, 164) because he has failed to baptize the 

child. 

Another grotesque scene, in The Lame Shall Enter First, is 

also connected with a meal. Norton, eating a piece of chocolate cake 

spread v/ith peanut butter and ketchup, gets upset because of his 

father's persistent reproiches and vomits up the food in "a limp sweet 

batter" (ERMC, 148). The grotesqueness is repulsive, but, as Hyman 

has suggested, the scene serves to symbolize the "indigestible mess of 
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Sheppard's 'enlightened' views which Norton will similarly be unable 

to keep down."^^ 

Miss O'Connor's grotesqueness, therefore, is not gratuitous: 

It is functional and important in her work./ Horrifying, and at the 

same time, delighting, the grotesque enables the reader to see truths 

about humanity. Irving Mai in. commenting on the horror-humor combina

tion, says of Miss O'Connor's grotesque scenes: "These scenes are 

admirable because they assert that if v/e can understand the horror 

Involved, and the comic inversions, we have not yielded to narcissism. 

13 / We see truths ajid̂  lies. We thus affirm our humanity. / Thus, Miss 

O'Connor's use of the grotesque Is a paradoxical method of emphasizing 

the beautiful by showing the ugly and of underlining the straight by 

drawing the crooked. She dramatizes the existence of evil to the 

modern mind by using as her characters the exaggerated backwoods fana

tics, for after viev/ing the Shocking actions of these grotesques, the 

reader is av;are of the desirability of perfection^ She uses the 

grotesque, then, to portray the deformity of a contemporary society 

which rejects God's grace. 

man 

^^Hym.an, Flannery O'Connor, p. 44. 

l-̂ The Art and̂  Mjnd^ of Flannery O'Connor, ed. Melvin J, Fried-
and LewiT A7~Laws"on (New York, 196617^. 122. 



CHAPTER V 

CHARACTER FLAW OF HUBRIS 

Miss O'Connor's concern with the redemption of man's soul—a 

concern which led her to use both grotesque characters and situations 

In order to Intensify her theme—is the motivating factor, perhaps, in 

her more than frequent exploration of the sin of hubris in her heroes 

and heroines. Pointing out this pride, she desires to show man's 

contradictory attractions for the Holy and the Satanic. She believed 

that men need external aid, and such divine assistance must come from 

God, not from a secular savior in the form of a noble exemplar or a 

set of lofty truths. It is by rejecting God's grace that man suggests 

he Is self-sufficient, and the suggestion that there is really nothing 

wrong that he cannot handle results in the most heinous of all sins: 

excessive pride, or hubris. Miss O'Connor always shov/s egomania to be 

a destructive, undesirable quality, and to overcome this pride the 

person so afflicted must experience a moment of grace which suggests a 

turning tov/ard God. Those who do not overcome their tragic flaw 

choose to remain in disbelief. 

Predominant among those who suffer from the sin of pride are the 

women characters. Smug, self-satisfied and independent, these v/omen do 

not rely on God but, rather, depend on their v/orldly possessions and 

continued hard v/ork. Placed in Miss O'Connor's world of theological 

59 
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concern, the extreme self-sufficiency of these women represents appal

ling evil when It nears the Satanic pride expressed by The Misfit: "I 

don't want no hep cslcD, I'm doing all right by myself" (GMHF, 26). 

Mrs. Mclntyre In "The Displaced Person," Mrs. May In "Green

leaf." and Mrs. Cope In "A Circle in the Fire" are three women who are 

convinced that they can do all right by themselves. All widows, they 

live on farms bequeathed them by their husbands. Convinced that hard 

work, often at the expense of hired hands, will bring their salvation, 

they treat property as if it were capable of rendering them immortal. 

Only v/hen they encounter terrible experiences do these selfish v/omen 

become humbled and ready to receive God's grace. 

Mrs. Mclntyre of "The Displaced Person" is described as: 

... a small v/oman of sixty \/ith a round wrinkled face and red 
bangs that came almost dov/n to two high orange-colored penciled 
eyebrows. She had a little doll's mouth and eyes that were a 
soft blue v/hen she opened them wide but more like steel or granite 
when she narrov.ed them to inspect a milk can. She had buried one 
husband and divorced tv/o and Mrs. Shortley respected her as a 
person nobody had put anything over on yet. . . . (GMHF, 201) 

Mrs. Mclntyre, a Protestant, had been persuaded by the local Catholic 

priest to let a family of Displaced Persons--Polish refugees from 

World War 11--come to live and work on her dairy farm. She accepts 

them, not because of any humanitarian desire to help these homeless 

people, but purely for the selfish motive of getting work done on her 

place. She wi11, she hopes, teach the poor white Shortley family and 

the shiftless Negroes that they must work harder for her. 

In the beginning Mrs. Mclntyre is elated because Mr. Guizac, 

the Polish refugee, in addition to being thrifty, energetic, and 
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dependable. Is "an expert mechanic, a carpenter and a mason," and she 

expects that he will "save her tv/enty dollars a month on repair bills 

alone" (GMHF, 207). Pleased with her bargain, she says to her friend, 

Mrs. Shortley: "But at last I'm saved. . . . That man there, he has 

to work! He v/ants to v/ork! . . . That man is my salvation!" (GMHF, 209) 

This "savior" hov/ever, begins to displace Mrs. Mclntyre's 

entire way of life: the Shortleys leave; the Negroes are unsettled; 

and Mrs. Mclntyre becomes uneasy about the new efficient v/ay. She 

tells the priest that Mr. Guizac doesn't fit in; she may have to let 

him go. Pressing her point, she goes on to say: "He didn't have to 

come in the first place." She means Mr. Guizac, but the priest is 

thinking of Christ and answers: "He came to redeem us" (GMHF, 239). 

Mrs. Mclntyre resolves to get rid of Mr. Guizac and tries to 

convince herself that he is not satisfactory. She vacillates about 

giving him notice, hov/ever, and he is finally killed as the returned 

Mr. Shortley carelessly allov/s a tractor to run over him. With the 

death of the "displaced person," all the characters are "displaced": 

Mr. Shortley and the Negroes leave, and Mrs. Mclntyre becomes ill, 

bedridden, and alone except for the old priest v/ho visits to explain 

the doctrines of the Church. / 

One night before Mr. Guizac's death, Mrs. Mclntyre dreamed 

that she v/as arguing with the priest about keeping the foreigners and 

said: "He's extra and he's upset the balance around here" (GMHF, 245). 

Again, she v/as speaking specifically of Mr. Guizac, but there is a 

powerful irony in her statement, and a particular kind of O'Connor 
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wisdom, as Mr. Guizac becomes a Christ symbol, for Miss O'Connor 

presents Christ as the Great Displaced Person who upsets the balance 

for self-righteous women. Mrs. Mclntyre resented and scorned the 

Christ In her life as she did Mr. Guizac. His death is redemptive 

for her as it abases her pride. 

Another woman full of pride is Mrs. May in the story "Greenleaf." 

She Is a widow, living on a farm with her tv/o sons and the Greenleafs, 

her hired help. Mrs. May is exasperated because the Greenleafs have 

"aged hardly at all" in the fifteen years she has had them, but her 

explanation is simple: "They lived like the lilies of the field, off 

the fat that she struggled to put into the land" (ERTC, 34). Mrs. May 

justifies herself by work and constantly reminds her two sons: "I 

work and slave. I struggle and sweat" (ERMC, 29). Miss O'Connor 

explains her self-sufficient attitude bluntly, and makes it impossible 

for the reader to feel sympathy with the v/oman: "She decided she v/as 

tired because she had been v/orking continuously for fifteen years. 

She decided she had every right to be tired. . . . Before any kind of 

judgement seat, she v/ould be able to say: 'I've worked, I have not 

wallowed.'" (ERMC, 51) 

Hard v/orking Mrs. May, like Mrs. Mclntyre, however, finds that 

work is not enough. She had defiantly declared: "I'll die v/hen I get 

good and ready" (EF'JIC, 37), but this dem.onstration of arrogance is a 

cardinal sin in Miss O'Connor's vision. Mrs. May experiences a start

ling, surprising end v/hen a scrub bull that she had determined to get 

off her place bounds forv/ard from the tree line and gores her to death. 
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She was a "good Christian woman with a large respect for religion, 

though she did not, of course, believe any of It was true" (ERMC, 31). 

Mrs, Cope In "A Circle In the Fire" Is a character similar to 

Mrs. May; she, too, has a farm; she, too, works hard and reminds 

others of this fact: "I have the best kept place In the country and 

do you know why? Because I work. I've had to work to save this place 

and work to keep it" (GMHF, 134). 

The intruder to her place Is not a bull, but three boys from 

the crowded city. The father of one of these boys had worked for Mrs. 

Cope, so Powell, remembering the horses and the freedom of the country, 

brings his friends out for a "visit." Mrs. Cope's reactions range 

from surprise, upon seeing them, to anxiety the first night over their 

smoking In the barn, to shock the second day when they don't leave. 

She reminds them, "This Is my place," and assures Mrs. Pritchard she 

can handle them; however, they let out her bull, evade her chase 

through her field, swim In her tank, and finally set fire to her 

pasture. 

The ending reflects a statement that was made early in the 

story: "She worked at the weeds and nut grass as If they were an evil 

sent directly by the devil to destroy the place" (GMHF. 131). Also, 

throughout, there have been several references to Mrs. Cope's fear of 

fire on her place. The woman, then, v/ho said, "Think of all v/e have 

, , . we have everything" (GMHF, 133) finds that small boys eager for 

a holiday can destroy her place v/hile she is left only with "the face 

of the new misery" (GMHF, 154). But even though she failed to "do 

Hit! 
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unto the least of them," Mrs. Cope does perhaps experience a moment 

of grace In this agony. Her pride in her place was a false pride, and 

the place is left burning in a "widening, unchecked" blaze. 

Mrs. Turpin In "Revelation" is not so full of pride as the two 

widows, Mrs. Mclntyre and Mrs. May, but she is smug and too self-

assured. She repeats again and again how thankful she is that Jesus 

"had made her herself and given her a little of everything," and she 

Is especially pleased that "He had not made her a nigger or white-

trash or ugly!" (ERMC, 203) Mrs, Turpin, v/hile actually completely 

selfish, considers herself to be charitable tov/ard people of other 

races, such as her husband's Negro employees, but Miss O'Connor uses 

a violent act from a momentarily insane character to shock the 

complacent v/oman into a realization of the nature of true charity. 

While waiting in a doctor's waiting room for her husband, 

Claud, to see about the ulcer on his leg, loquacious Mrs, Turpin 

studies everyone in the room and talks to anyone v/ho will answer. In 

characteristic fashion, she is overv/helmed by the comparison of her

self to the others and blurts out: 

"If it's one thing I am, . , . it's grateful. When I think who 
all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, a little 
of everything, and a good disposition besides, I just feel like 
shouting, 'Thank you, Jesus for making everything the way it is! 
It could have been different!' For one thing somebody else could 
have got Claud. . . . Oh thank you, Jesus, Jesus, thank you!" 
(ERMC, 205-206) 

Her sin in regarding man ?.nd creation as her own order is shattered in 

a series of events v/hich begin in the doctor's office when an im.polite 

Wellesley College student throws a book at her, then nastily taunts: 



65 

"Go back to hell where yoi' came from, you old wart hog" (ERMC, 207), 

Perplexed by more than the abruptness of the girl's attack, Mrs. 

Turpin, still considering herself too highly, realizes that "there v/as 

trash in the room" who deserved such words more than she. It is only 

after viewing a supernatural vision in v/hich she and Claud are at the 

end of the procession of those marching to heaven that Mrs, Turpin 

realizes God's order is far more complex and quite different from her 

own. Thus, her pride is abased after her pat assumptions are over

turned, and she is then able to accept God's grace. 

The grandmother in "A Good Man is Hard to Find" is one of Miss 

O'Connor's women characters who have extraordinary experiences, though 

on the surface they appear to be only ordinary v/omen. The grandmother, 

too, has her pride, and when she accompanies her son Bailey and his 

wife and three children on their vacation trip to Florida, she dresses 

properly. In her white gloves, navy blue straw sailor hat, and a navy 

blue dotted dress, she Is, she thinks, declaring her status, and she 

consoles herself by thinking, "in case of accident, anyone seeing her 

dead on the highway would know at once that she v/as a lady" (GMHF, 11). 

She expects genti 11 ty_anj_r£fliiement jto^ave her soul, but again through 

this character Miss O'Connor says that excessive pride must be abased 

before God. 

The grandmother v/ould perfer to visit in East Tennessee instead 

of Florida, but, rather than be left behind, she accepts her son's 

choice of a destination. Talkative in a manner reminiscent of Mrs. 

Turpin, the grandmother dominates the conversation throughout the trip. 
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Comical In her obtusesness to the Idea that she If filling completely 

the role of the despised mother-in-law. she cautions Bailey about the 

speed limit and patrolmen and chatters constantly to the children, 

pointing out details of the scenery to them. Then they stop to eat at 

the Tower Barbeque, where she engages the owner. Red Sammy Butts. In 

conversation. They bemoan the evil of the world, particularly the ^ 

possible Immediate danger from an escaped criminal. The Misfit, and 

readily agree that "a good man is hard to find" (GMHF, 16). After the 

noon stop the travelers resume their trip. The grandmother, v/ho has 

been taking "cat naps," wakes up "outside of Toombsboro" recalling an 

old plantation house which she had visited as a child. She begins to 

describe the picturesque mansion, and soon the children are screaming 

to their father to take them there. Finally, completely exasperated, 

Bailey turns around to the dirt road v/hich the grandmother remembers 

as leading to the plantation. Suddenly realizing, hov/ever, that the 

house is not in Georgia, but In Tennessee, she jumps and the cat 

hidden in her valise gets out and lands on Bailey's shoulder, causing 

him to lose control of the car. The car overturns, and, though no one 

Is hurt, the travelers are immobilized. 

The grandmother, always eager to help, waves her arms to stop 

the first car v/hich, ironically, belongs to The Misfit, the criminal 

"aloose from the Federal Pen" (GMHF, 9). Since he Is recognized. The 

Misfit feels he must shoot the entire family. Before she is shot by 

this deranged criminal the grandmother realizes that her desire for 

respectability, v/hich is only a superficial conmitment to good,„has 
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not been enough; and with this realization of her own sin, she 

experiences her "moment of grace." 

Akin to the pride of will and possession seen in these women 

Is the pride of intellect which exists in other O'Connor characters. 

Not the women, but, rather, the men characters are often given to 

Intellectual pride, and though they are punished as severely as are the 

women characters for their sins, the erring men are somewhat less 

numerous than the women, especially in the shorter fiction. Miss 

O'Connor's guilty ones are, however, not reminiscent of the strong-

minded and intellectually curious scientists that Hav/thorne created: 

there are none In Miss O'Connor's cast of characters v/ho resemble Dr. 

Rappaccini or Aylmer; there is no seeker-after-knowledge such as Ethan 

Brand was. The O'Connor protagonist is one v/ho merely assumes the 

pose of an intellectual; he is usually a v/eak character who pretends 

to be a member of the intelligentsia in order to excuse his being a 

nonenity in the v/orld of endeavor. Miss O'Connor, therefore, not only 

points out, as Hawthorne does, that the hero's pride leads him to 

disaster, but also that,as an intellectual, the man is a fake. He is 

subjected to ridicule as v/ell as being avenged for his character flaw. 

Julian in "Everything That Rises Must Converge" is a good 

example of the weak male v/ho considers himself an intellectual. Julian 

lives with his mother, an empty-headed v/oman who v/ants to dominate 

him. Actually he is very dependent upon her, but he fails to realize 

his dependence until the end of the story. She reminds him that 

she has made sacrifices for him to go to college so that he can become 
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a writer. He assumes that he is really "too Intelligent to be a 

success." and he Is further convinced that any success he has will be 

"In spite of her" (ERMC, 11-12). 

The absolute lack of real intelligence In this selfish young 

man Is emphatically clear in this narration in which Miss O'Connor 

describes his thoughts: 

... In spite of going to only a third-rate college, he had, on 
his ov/n initiative, come out with a first rate education; in spite 
of growing up dominated by a small mind, he had ended up with a 
large one; in spite of all her foolish views, he v/as free of 
prejudice and unafraid to face facts. Most miraculous of all. 
Instead of being blinded by love for her as she was for him, he 
had cut himself emotionally free of her and could see with com
plete objectivity. He v/as not dominated by his mother. (ER[1C, 12) 

Julian's actions are more contemptible than his thoughts; he 

determines to irritate his mother and delights in embarrasing or anger

ing her. Since she is of the old Southern tradition with an inbred 

condescending view tov/ard the Negro, he professes great sympathy for 

these people and imagines making friends or marrying one of them. The 

Negroes, hov/ever, must sense that his motive is purely selfish, for 

he Is never successful in his attempts to talk to those he meets on 

the bus. 

The m.other insists that Julian accompany her on a night ride 

on the bus, since the transportation system is integrated and she is 

afraid to go alone. He does as she wishes, but with an attitude of 

martyrdom. Miss O'Connor relates the verbal exchange between them 

masterfully; the quarreling is disgusting because it is obvious that 

they cover the same topics and deliver the same blows over and over 
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again. Through this bickering and his conduct on the bus. Miss O'Connor 

slowly exposes Julian and shows him to be a v/eak, selfish, confused 

boy v/ho Is actually frightened by the Idea of the freedom he pretends 

to desire. 

On the bus, the son's only thoughts are to arrange situations 

that will be objectionable to his mother; therefore, he is delighted 

when a Negro woman, wearing a hat like his mother's, and holding on to 

the hand of a small boy, takes the seat next to him. When Julian's 

mother, in a natural act for her. offers the little Negro boy a penny 

and the arrogant Negro mother explodes and hits the v/hite woman with 

her red pocketbook. Julian tauntingly reminds his mother: "I told you 

not to do that" (ERMC, 20). 

Again, Julian can only act negatively when his mother suffers 

a stroke and dies on the street. She "raked his face," . . . but 

"found nothing. . . , " He begins running for help, but his "feet 

moved numbly as if they carried him nowhere," The negativism of 

"nothing" and "nowhere" is Miss O'Connor's verdict on this intellectual 

dupe v/ho was "too intelligent to be a success." In the last sentence, 

hov/ever, she suggests that he may yet realize what success actually is: 

"The tide of darkness seemed to sweep him back to her, postponing 

from moment to morent his entry into the v/orld of guilt and sorrow" 

(ERMC, 23). 

Mrs. May's son, l.'̂ -sley, in "Greenleaf" is also "an intellect

ual." He had had rheumatic fever v/hen he was seven and Mrs. May 

thinks that this is v/hat "caused him to be an intellectual" (ERMC, 28). 
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Like his brother. Scofield, Wesley cares nothing about the "place" 

and is consistently rude and Inconsiderate coward his mother. 

Although he is a minor character in the story, Miss O'Connor 

gives a full description of Wesley, and it is one of her stronger 

condemnations of the fool who considers himself to be an intellectual: 

. . . He was thin and nervous and bald and being an intellectual 
V ? L % n ? - ^ ^ l^^^^^ °" ^̂ ^ disposition. . . . Nice girls didn't 
like Schofield but Wesley didn't like nice girls. He 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 v/ith his mother and his 
Idiot brother and he hated hearing about 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. 
(ERMC, 34-35) 

Through Asbury Fox in "The Enduring Chill" Miss O'Connor 

reveals the mysterious workings of God's grace in the life of an 

extremely proud young man. Asbury is a Southerner v/ho went to New 

York for intellectual pursuits. He explained that his purpose was 

"to find freedom, to liberate my imagination." He considers himself 

to be a writer, but at age tv/enty-five he has not published anything; 

in fact, he has destroyed "his tv/o lifeless novels, his half-dozen 

stationary plays, his prosy poems, his sketchy short stories" (ERMC, 

91-92) and has kept only a long letter to his mothei; which is to be 

read after his death. Asbury is sure that he is near death because he 

has had chills, aches and headaches for four months. Now in an advanced 

weakened condition, he cannot care for himself; therefore, he has come 

home to his mother's farm in Georgia to v/ait for death. 

Mainly to annoy his Methodist mother, who has something of the 
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Mclntyre-May pride, he asks to see a Jesuit priest because he Is 

starved for a person of culture with whom he can converse on Intellect

ual subjects. When the priest arrives, he is not quite as Asbury had 

pictured him, for Father Finn, "blind in one eye and deaf in one ear" 

(ERMC. 105), does not share Asbury's intellectual Interests, but 

comes on serious business. Miss O'Connor's dialogue between the 

pseudo-intellectual boy and the priest who is intent on teaching 

reveals the O'Connor ironic humor: 

"What do you think of Joyce?" Asbury said louder. 
"Joyce? Joyce who?" asked the priest. 
The priest brushed his huge hand in the air as If he v/ere 

bothered by gnats. "I haven't met him." he said, "Now. Do you 
say your morning ând night prayers?" (ERfC, 105) 

The old priest proceeds to admonish Asbury concerning prayer 

and belief. When Asbury insists he is dying, the priest answers, "But 

you're not dead yet!" To the priest's suggestion that he ask God to 

send him the Holy Ghost, Asbury replies: 

, III "The Holy Ghost is the last thing I'm looking for! 
"And he may be the last thing you get," the priest said, his 

one fierce eye inflamed. . . . "How can the Holy Ghost fill your 
soul when it's full of trash? The Holy Ghost will not come until 
you see yourself as you are--a lazy ignorant conceited youth!" 
(ERMC. 107) 

After the priest's visit Asbury still has not had a last 

meaningful experience, for the lack of v/hich he is frantic; so he asks 

to see the Negroes, hoping to share a moment of communion with them, 

but they fumble around and tell him how v/ell he looks. Deciding that 

there will be "no significant experience" before he dies, he resigns 

himself to v/ait for the end. 
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The tale does not end at this point, however, for Miss O'Connor 

gives an ironic twist to Asbury's story. Dr. Block, the local doctor 

whom Asbury despises, discovers that the supposedly fatal disease is 

only undulant fever contracted from drinking the fresh milk in the 

presence of his mother's Negro dairy-workers. In his great "intellect." 

Asbury had v/anted to have a "moment of communion" betv/een the black 

and white and had also wanted to spite his mother, v/ho had given the 

orders that the fresh milk could not be drunk. 

He is, after all, not going to die and all his illusions about 

life and his attempts at self-justification are stripped away. "The 

old life in him v.as exhausted. He awaited the coming of the new" 

(ERMC, 114). He had been lost because he had set himself up as a God. 

Only when the Holy Ghost in a supernatural dove image descends on the 

sick boy. does Asbury realize that "for the rest of his days, frail, 

racked, but enduring," he will live "in the face of a purifying terror" 

(ERMC, 114). 

Another kind of v/eak intellectual, the rationalist, is seen 

In Rayber, the school teacher in The Violent Bear It Away. Rayber 

insists that anything not explainable by human logic is offensive to 

the modern intellect, and is to be rejected. He believes that by his 

will pov/er and knowledge of facts he has freed himself from the obses

sions of old Tarwater. yet he is at times overwhelmed by a feeling of 

quite irrational love for his son Bishop. Along with this surge of 

"love without reason" he always feels a longing to see again his uncle's 

eyes. Uncle Mason v/ould have called such a manifestation divine, but 
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non-believing Raybcr's explanation Is that the family has tainted 

blood flowing from "some desert prophet or polesitter" (VBIA, 113-114). 

Rayber wears a hearing aid v/hich Miss O'Connor uses as an 

effective, though amusing, device to characterize him as a modern 

rationalist who has ears to hear and hears not. Turning the hearing 

aid on and off at will, Rayber controls what he hears. He cuts It off 

to miss the child Lucette's exhortations about Jesus, and, v/hen 

Tarv/ater Is In his house, he leaves it turned on at night to be able 

to hear the opening of the door in case the boy tries to escape. 

Suggesting the dependence Rayber feels on his machine, Tarv/ater frames 

this humorous question: "Do you think in the box, or do you think in 

your head?" (VBIA, 105) 

Rayber relies on tests and psychological research to explain 

people. The old uncle once discovered, as he told Tarwater, that 

Rayber had been "taking secret tests on me, his ov/n kin, crawling into 

my soul through the back door. . . . " When the conclusion of the 

study showed the prophet to be "a type that's almost extinct," he 

exclaimed: "You see how extinct I am!" (VBIA, 29) Tarv/ater, having 

been forev/arned, refuses to take the tests that Rayber thought would 

enable him to "ferret to the center of the emotional infection" (VBIA, 

111) which is afflicting the boy. (' 

Miss O'Connor's conclusion as expressed through old Tarwater 

and also through the boy v/hen he tells Rayber, "I'm free, I'm outside 

your head" (VBIA, 111), is that man cannot be reduced to a statistic or 

logical calculation. Rayber's error is in having such extreme pride in 

> 
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the rational human process that he considers himself able to make 

final judgments and pronouncements v/hich belong to God. Rayber's 

condition Is the result of an act of will, for he has chosen the way 

of disbelief and thereby avoided the extremes of religion, which, he 

tells Tarwater, "are for violent people" (VBIA, 145), Miss O'Connor's 

title Is significant here, for she says that it is the violent 

(religious) people who will bear away the kingdom. Rayber, through 

his betrayal of his past and denial of his Lord, 1s thus marked a 

failure in the O'Connor lexicon, 

Sheppard, the widowed social worker in "The Lame Shall Enter 

First;' Is like Rayber in thinking that his intellectual ism qualifies 

him to be a savior. In this story Sheppard attempts to reform Rufus 

Florida Johnson, a juvenile delinquent with a club foot, but ironically 

loses In the process first the affection and finally the very life of 

his ov/n son, Norton. Convinced that Rufus' delinquency can be attri

buted to a neurosis caused by his deformed foot, Sheppard orders a 

corrective shoe, but Rufus refuses to wear it even as Tarwater refused 

to wear the suit and red leather cap bought for him by his uncle to 

replace the worn overalls and filthy hat. Rufus, who appears to be a 

type of Satan, explains: "I lie and steal because I'm good at it! My 

foot don't have a thing to do with it!" (ERMC, 188) But the evil boy 

speaks as a prophetic voice and gives an insight into the true nature 

of the man Sheppard in tKis perceptive statement: 

He thinks he's God. I'd rather be in the reformatory than in his 
house, I'd rather be in the pen! The Devil has him in his power. 
He don't know his left hand from his right, he don't have as much 
sense as his crazy kid! He made suggestions to me! (ERMC, 187-88) 

1 
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The contrast betv/een the defiance and uncompromising honesty 

of Rufus and the smug, authoritarian confidence of Sheppard inferred 

In this scene suggests the sham and emptiness of Sheppard's human 

commitments. He is taking over God's prerogative In his redeemer-

type desire to mold Rufus into a shape which he considers respectable 

In order to display his own control. The "suggestions" he made are 

not Immoral approaches, but are actually more sinister, for Rufus 

says: "He said there wasn't no hell" (ERMC, 188). 

The little boy Norton's one desire is to be with his mother, 

but he doesn't know where she is. Sheppard realizes that "his lot 

would have been a lot easier" if he had orginally told fiorton she had 

gone to heaven, but "he could not allow himself to bring him up on a 

lie" (ER;'C, 164). Johnson assures him that if she believed in Jesus, 

she Is "on high." Norton, therefore, stares at the heavens through 

the telescope which Sheppard had bought for Johnson until one night 

the boy finds his mother in the stars and goes to meet her. Norton's 

death comes before Sheppard realizes his error in placing exaggerated 

faith in the boy Johnson. V/hen he does finally recognize the "clear-

eyed Devil" and that "he had ignored his ov/n child to feed his vision 

of himself" (ERMC, 190), Sheppard admits the enormity of his pride. He 

Is desolated and reduced to belief, and thus, through his own repentance, 

he is saved through the death of his son. By contrast, Rayber continued 

In the belief that there is salvation in self and in the works of man, 

v/hile Miss O'Connor implies that there is no salvation except in 

Jesus Christ. 
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It Is, therefore, through such characters as the widows 

Mclntyre, Cope, Turpin and men such as Julian May, Sheppard and Rayber 

that Miss O'Connor shows the distortions of pride and boastfulness for 

what they are before God: ugly and repugnant. Always within her 

theological framework and stressing her principal theme of redemption, 

she Is contrasting rebellious pride with humility which trusts In God 

alone rather than In possessions or Intellect. It Is only after a 

self-awareness that something Is dreadfully wrong with him that man 

Is ready for the redemptive process, and certain O'Connor characters 

are made to experience a "moment of grace." Often associated v/ith a 

tragic occurence, this "moment of grace" Is God's action toward the 

human, and through It God does for man what he cannot do for himself. 

Human presumption of self-righteousness or pride based on the logic of 

practical wisdom is worth nothing before God, for man cannot attribute 

to self the honor and glory that are due to God. 

I w 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Because Flannery O'Connor held the Christian view and because 

she believed that religion should be the vital center not only of 

life but also of art, she concentrated her powers of imagination on 

writing fiction that would transmit her redemptive theme to an audi

ence which is often not familiar with her allegory nor prepared to 

accept her assumptions. She wanted not only to show the banality and 

triviality of the world of modern unbelief, but also to exhibit its 

emptiness in such a way that the audience v/ould sense an av/areness of 

what had been lost. In this way, she hoped for a response to the 

idea of the Sacred and the importance of redemption. But the means of 

achieving such a response is limited because she cannot use allegory 

in an age v/hich has no coir,T,on beliefs; she cannot depict moral values 

when morals are considered relative; nor can she expect anagogies to 

be understood by a society that denies supernatural mysteries. 

Miss O'Connor, then, in order to communicate her redemptive 

themi9, has resorted to the use of the grotesque. She has not exagger

ated human and spiritual deviations merely to delineate abnormalities, 

but rather she has used the grotesque to penetrate the external in 

order to show the deeper, eternal identity of man. Through the 

primitive prophets of her Southern v/orld and their often violent 

actions, she has been able to show the conflict within man betv/een 

77 
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the Holy and the forces of evil, for such characters as Haze Motes*^ 

and young Tarwater Illustrate not only the struggle that God and 

Satan carry on for the soul of man, but also the reality of man's 

making his own choice between the two forces. Still others, for exam

ple Rayber and The Misfit, reveal the horror of those whose choice Is 

against God. Thus, through the grotesque, she Is able to shock the 

modern audience Into an awareness of the disguise the enemy now 

assumes, and she gains her desired response to the message of redemp

tion. The response may be negative, for often the nature of love and 

grace can be made plain only by describing Its absence. But there is 

always an implied positive vision, for the concept of jtralghtness or 

perfectnesso^ made clear when the Imperfect and crookEd. are seen. 

Through the flaw of hubris which Is found in several characters. 

Miss O'Connor points to an Imperfection, a sin of man, which is cer

tainly a universal characteristic. By observing such men as Julian 

and Asbury Fox, whose Intellectual ism is only a pose, and such women 

as Mrs. Mclntyre and Mrs. May, v/hose dependence upon property and 
1 1 1 

possessions proves completely Inadequate, the reader comes to realize f 
; V 'i V 

the snares of the Inflated ego and to see that man Is not completely 

self-sufficient. For Miss O'Connor says to modern man that even 

though he has made wonderful technological advances and he has great 

material wealth, he has nothing if he is without God's grace. 

The paradox of the Redemption—that God does for man v/hat man 

thinks he can do for himself—Is at the center of Miss O'Connor's 

fiction. With such a central concern, she could have become repetitious 

Mil' 
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as she presented her characters always in relation to their need of 

Redemption, Rather than having become repetitious, however. Miss 

O'Connor has varied the plots and situations of her stories, and. as 

Ralph Wood has suggested, "her novels and short stories are like 

parables which cast light from various angles on her one universal cen

tral theme."^ 

Miss O'Connor has been accused by some critics of being harsh 

and of lacking love and sympathy for her characters. For example, 

Granville Hicks, in a review of Everything That Rises Must Converge, 

2 
writes: "I find almost no compassion in these stories." Citing the 

fate of Sheppard in "The Lame Shall Enter First" and of Rayber in The 

Violent Bear It Av/ay as examples of her harshness, these critics do 

not realize the importance of letting the character make his own 

choice. Miss O'Connor insisted on man's free will which v/ould let 

him with his last breath say "NO," and she lets man choose his v/ay. 

In her work the devil figures are very real and quite powerful in 

their persuasiveness against the v/ay of God, Because, as Fitzgerald 

has pointed out, she does give to the Satanic "a force proportionate 
3 

to the force it actually has" and in some episodes "it wins," her 

"The Scandal of Redemption: Religious Meaning in the Novels 
of Flannery O'Connor" (Unpublished Master's thesis. East Texas State 
University, 1967), p, 59. 

^Granville Hicks, "A Cold, Hard Look at Humankind," Saturday 
Review, XLVIII (May 29, 1965), 24-25, 

3 
Fitzgerald, "Introduction," p, xxvi. 
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Stories cannot be sentimental, nor do they alv/ays have "happy" 

endings. To those who v/ould wish for more pleasant, sentimental 

aspects of life in fiction. Miss O'Connor answers: "A purely affirma

tive vision cannot be demanded of cthe Christian writer: without 

limiting his freedom to observe what man has done with the things of 
4 

God." Her Intention, then, is to be realistic in her depiction of 

the world as she views it. / 

It is as a short-story writer that Flannery O'Connor is at her 

best. The dramatic intenseness of her stories is not fully sustained 

in the two novels, and only the short stories can bear the concentration 

of form and meaning which she brought to the craft of fiction. Only 

in the shorter.fiction, most notably in such short stories as "The 

Displaced Person," "The Artificial Nigger," "A Good Man Is Hard to 

Find," and "Parker's Back," did she display to the greatest advantage 

her extraordinary talent for presenting in a bizarre and dramatic 

fashion her own particular vision of a Christ-haunted v/orld. 

In an expression of appreciation for Miss O'Connor's short 

stories, Louis D. Rubin wrote: "To create perfect short fiction is 

an art that few have mastered; Flannery O'Connor did it again and 

again."^ While such high statements of praise do not come from all 

her critics, there is increased interest in her work and unified 

agreement that she is a gifted artist v/hose brilliant talent makes a 

^"The Church and the Fiction Writer," p. 734. 

^"Flannery O'Connor-A Tribute." Esprit, VIII (Winter, 1964), 
44. 
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distinct contribution to American fiction. Jonathan Baumbach, no 

doubt, expressed the opinion of many, especially the non-believers, 

when he concluded: "Even if we have reservations about the signifi

cance of what she did, we must admit that she did it Incomparably well." 

And» in the implied judgments of many other critics, she is a writer of 

distinction whose aesthetic achievements are entirely distinctive. In 

presenting metaphysical concerns according to the mode of the realist, 

in being thoroughly serious in the vein of the comic. In predicating a 

theme of universal import under the guise of the grotesque, she has 

proved herself to be an original, a writer who has enriched America's 

literature by following the dictates of her own unique daemon. 

S h e Acid of God's Grace" in Th£ Undsca^e^ of N i ^ l v ^ ^ (New 
York: 1965), p. 99. 
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