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Although Flannery O'Connor's fiction reflects her

religious point of view, most of her protagonists are

secular, either materialists, who value possessions,

or rationalists, who value the intellect. During the

period 1949 to 1964, when O'Connor was writing, the

South was rapidly changing, and those changes are

reflected in the shift in emphasis from the materialists

in O'Connor's early fiction to the rationalists in the

late stories.

This study of O'Connor's protagonists follows the

chronological order of publication. A close textual

analysis of the materialists in Chapter II and of the

rationalists in Chapter III supports the conclusion that

O'Connor was aware of the growing secularity of the

South. Whereas some of her protagonists undergo a

religious experience, the majority of her protagonists

are thoroughly secular materialists or rationalists.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

In his monograph, written in 1966, Robert Drake points

out that Flannery O'Connor's fiction is based on Christian

orthodoxy, the viewpoint from which she examines the modern

South, without offering "any alternative philosophic frame

of reference." ' With the growing acceptance of her ortho-

doxy, the most sustained critical attention has been devoted

to the religious protagonists in her fiction. Haze Motes,

Francis Marion Tarwater, the heroes of her two novels, and

the short story characters like them, have attracted criti-

cal attention because of the prominence of their religious

struggles. Short story characters, such as Mr. ,Head in

"The Artificial Nigger," or The Misfit in "A Good Man Is

Hard To Find," have an awareness of the spiritual world

which the secular protagonist does not, and they have

received far more critical attention as a result. Religious

themes and symbols lead many critics to assume that all

of O'Connor's protagonists are like Motes or The Misfit,

but close examination of the fiction proves this assumption

to be false,

p. 14,'Flannery O'Connor (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966),

1
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The comic is another major ingredient in Flannery

O'Connor's fiction but is, Walter Sullivan asserts, "under-

girded by a deadly serious moral view."2 It is this serious

moral view, rather than O'Connor's comic and ironic tech-

niques, which has received the attention of critics, and

in that respect this study is not different from others,

The current emphasis on the religious themes and characters

in O'Connor's work has led critics away from the importance

of the secular protagonist in her fiction. O'Connor's own

religious outlook did not cloud her vision of the modern

South; she observed that as it left its religious traditions

behind, it became increasingly secular. Most of her pro-

tagonists reflect that growing secularism in that they are

either materialists, characters who value property above

all else, or rationalists, characters who value the human

intellect above all. A chronological examination of her

stories reveals that these secular protagonists came to

dominate O'Connor's fiction and that while her interest

shifted from the materialist to the rationalist in the

later fiction, only five of the short stories do not have

a secular protagonist.

John May is correct in asserting that, in spite of

the quantity of criticism available, "nearly half of her

2 A Requiem for the Renascence (Athens: Univ. of
Georgia Press, 1976), p. xxiv.



3

stories have not received the close textual analysis they

deserve."' Many of the stories with secular protagonists

are in that unexamined half; although they have been noted,

there is no full length study of both kinds of secular

characters found in O'Connor's fiction. Nor has the shift

in emphasis and focus in the fiction after the publication

of A Good Man Is Hard To Find (1955) been examined, a shift

of interest away from the materialist to the rationalist

as secular protagonist, which is in conjunction with O'Connor's

changing view of the South.) Chapter II of this study

establishes O'Connor's early interest in the materialist

as secular protagonist, and Chapter III demonstrates

O'Connor's development of the rationalist as secular

protagonist from the middle through the late fiction,

A close textual analysis of each of these protagonists,

following the chronological order of publication, supports

the conclusion that O'Connor saw the secular outweighed

the religious in the South, and helps to redress the

present critical imbalance as well.

Since her death in 1964, the volume of criticism on

Flannery O'Connor's fiction has more than tripled; in the

past seven years, eleven book-length studies of her work

3 The Pruning Word (Notre Dame: Univ. of Notre Dame
Press, 1976), p. xviii.

4Mystery and Manners, ed. Sally and Robert Fitzgerald
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969), pp. 44, 91, 208.
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have been published. Prior to 1970, only five books about

her fiction had been published, and two of those were col-

lections of essays. The number of articles has also

increased year by year. The unfortunate result of this

rapid growth in O'Connor criticism is, as Stuart Burns

states in a recent review essay, repetitiveness.i In

addition, many of the recent studies are marred by "haste"

and "half-examined ideas," and are "impoverished of careful,

patient, scholarly study," according to John Cunningham

in a review of recent critical efforts.' In the face of

these comments, it is possible to forget that the past ten

years of O'Connor criticism have lessened much of the

critical misunderstanding of the aim and nature of

O'Connor's fiction. As John May points out, only after

a critical consensus has been reached can fresh, new

approaches to an author's work be made, and he maintains

that the recent O'Connor criticism has established this

7necessary consensus. Although in reaching a consensus

repetition is inevitable, as the continued emphasis on

theme, imagery, and symbol in O'Connor criticism illustrates,

"'Connor and the Critics: An Overview," Mississippi
Quarterly, 27 (1974), 484.

6"Recent Works on Flannery O'Connor: A Review-Essay,"
Southern Humanities Review, 8 (1974), 382.

7May, pp. xvi-xvii.
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critical agreement on these important points opens the

way for new critical approaches and insights.

Two recent studies which have been the most open to

question are Josephine Hendin's and Martha Stephens',

Both of these critics find it either difficult or impos-

sible to grant O'Connor her donnde; both make it plain

that they are unable to accept O'Connor's theology because

it offers no-"alternative philosophic frame of reference,"

The more severe of the two, Josephine Hendin, finds the

fiction negative and reductionist. 8 Although Martha

Stephens finds O'Connor's vision bleak, even she rejects

Hendin's readings of O'Connor's work. 9  Stephens cannot

separate the characters' beliefs from the author's, however,

and is sadly forced to conclude that O'Connor's faith "was

as grim and literalistic, as joyless and loveless a faith

. . . as we have ever seen in American letters."'0 Stephens'

literal readings of the action of the stories cause her

to find a tonal shift in the best O'Connor stories which

she says flaws their otherwise perfect structures.

Other recent critics have explored the basic themes

and structure of the religious frame of reference in her

8The World of Flannery O'Connor (Bloomington; Indiana
Univ. Press, 19707 pp. 42, 148,

9The Question of Flanner O'Connor (Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State Univ.YPress, 1973),p7.47, n, 2.

' 0 Stephens, p. 41.
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fiction. John May's is the only study to treat all of

O'Connor's fiction, beginning with the six stories which

comprised her thesis at Iowa. He uses a phenomenological

approach, which he calls the new hermeneutic, to trace

O'Connor's growing skill in fusing the "religious dimen-

sion" with the "aesthetic," giving the later fiction a

form similar to the parables of Jesus. Gilbert Muller's

study of O'Connor's use of the grotesque establishes that

aspect of her fiction in its proper perspective, by showing

that her use of the grotesque is not gothic or surreal,

but a much older technique which has evolved from a tradi-

tion begun in the middle ages, in which the artist "reveals

a profound sense of contrast and contradiction . . . as

though things are always on the verge of disintegration," 12

Preston Browning demonstrates that the tension generated

by this sense of contrast and contradiction which pervades

O'Connor's fiction lies in the opposition between the holy

and the demonic. 13

Other studies of O'Connor's stories emphasize religious

themes rather than the frame of reference. Carter Martin

contributed to the establishment of O'Connor's orthodoxy;

"May, pp. 11-14, 60.

12Nightmares and Visions (Athens: Univ. of Georgia
Press, 1972), p. 3.

3Flannery O'Connor (Carbondale: Southern Illinois
Univ. Press, l974),7pp. 14, 129.
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in his book he discusses her "sacramental view" of the

world by classifying her characters by the kinds of

religious experiences they undergo," Miles Orvell also

examines O'Connor's theology, finding that the stories

embody O'Connor's "unity of seeing and judging," 1 After

having examined O'Connor's library of theological works,

Sister Kathleen Feeley undertakes an exploration of the

relationship between O'Connor's reading and "the theo-

logical implications" of her fiction.'" Like Miles Orvell,

Dorothy Walters also finds that O'Connor measures her

characters by rigorous standards, portraying them by

means of "Christian tragicomedy." 17

These book-length studies, along with periodical

articles, firmly establish the orthodox perspective in

O'Connor's stories and provide certain assumptions which

are basic to this study. The presence of an informing

Christian theology has led to an acceptance of multiple

levels of meaning in O'Connor's fiction."3 There is also

14 The True Country (Nashville: Vanderbilt Univ. Press,
1968), p. 14,722.

"5Invisible Parade (Philadelphia: Temple Univ. Press,
1972), p. 176.

"Flannery O'Connor (New Brunswick: Rutgers Univ.
Press, 1972), p. 15.

1 7Flannery O'Connor (New York: Twayne, 1973), p. 23.

"David Eggenschwiler, The Christian Humanism of
Flanner O'Connor (Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press,
1972), p, 14.
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an acceptance of the idea that, in O'Connor's fictional

world, the rejection or denial of God leads to perversity

in her characters; Mark Edelstein states she recognizes

that man "feels compelled to worship something." 1" Per-

versity is manifest in characters "physically and spir-

itually deformed," observes Preston Browning.20 O'Connor's

use of violence, affirms Stuart Burns, functions as an

"adjunct of or prelude to revelation or self-realization.""

The recognition and acceptance of the role of violence

in O'Connor's fiction has tended to obscure an important

aspect of the secular as portrayed in her stories. The

early identification of violence with grace leads many

critics to conclude that the divine force set in motion

by violence in her work leads all her characters to undergo

some kind of redemptive experience; Walter Shear observes,

however, that this force seems to be "composed of equal

parts of good and evil." 2 2 Many critics ignore the evil

forces in her stories, and they still "project actual

conversion," John May contends, "beyond the available

9""Flannery O'Connor and the Problem of Modern Satire,"
Studies in Short Fiction, 12 (1975), 142.

2 0"Flannery O'Connor and the Demonic," Modern Fiction
Studies, 19 (1973), 33.

21""Flannery O'Connor's Literary Apprenticeship,"
Renascence, 22 (1969), 3.

2 2 "Flannery O'Connor: Character and Characterization,"
Renascence, 20 (1968), 146.
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evidence." 2 3 With few exceptions, the O'Connor stories with

secular protagonists are open-ended, and open-ended fiction

seems to defy conclusive decisions as to the results of

the process begun but not terminated at a story's end.

Critical projection "beyond the available evidence"

obscures another important element prevalent in the open-

ended, secular stories, the protagonist's recognition of

his distorted conceptions about himself and the world

around him. The possibility of realization is usually

sudden, brought about by a violent disruption of the pro-

tagonist's security. That a secular protagonist comes

to realize his own beliefs are distorted is a major step

toward his potential spiritual awakening. Because the

secular mind denies both good and evil, it sees everything

as relative; such relativism, for O'Connor, vitiates all

attempts to live morally and do good. As Ruth Van de

Kieft states, "every virtue and merit of these agnostics,

these liberal believers in humanity, these respectable,

hard working folk who pride themselves on their decency,

is shown to be totally useless as a means to self-

understanding or [to] their own souls' salvation." 2 4

Walter Sullivan puts it more succinctly; "it was the

2 3 "Flannery O'Connor: Critical Consensus and the
'Objective Interpretation,"' Renascence, 27 (1975), 187.

2 4 "Judgment in the Fiction of Flannery O'Connor,"
Sewanee Review, 76 (1968), 342.
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nature of Flannery O'Connor's fictional vision that dis-

covery on the part of her people was all," 2 5

C. Hugh Holman has observed that O'Connor's fictional

world is "distinctly Southern and clearly related to a

part of the South which was far removed from the historical

heritage of aristocratic grace and chivalric dignity and

honor," 26 the Piedmont South of Thomas Wolfe's fiction.

As Walter Sullivan notices, however, the South was in a

period of rapid transition between 1949 and 1964, the years

when O'Connor was writing, and he rightly pinpoints 1955

as the year from which, with the exception of her second

novel, her fiction became less recognizably "Southern"

in its milieu.2 7 The lessening number of regional barriers

between the South and the rest of the country is the

reason for this less recognizably "Southern" fiction.

As the South became more like California and New York,

the same spiritual ills that afflicted the people in

those regions began to afflict its people. As an astute

observer of her own region, O'Connor noticed and recorded

this change in the increasing number of disaffected

2 5Death B Melancholy (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State
Univ. Press, 1972), p. 28.

2 6 "The View from the Regency-Hyatt," in Southern Fic-
tion Toddy, ed. George Core (Athens: Univ, of Georgia Press,

1 ),p. 29.

2 7Sullivan, p. 61.
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rationalists which appear in her late stories, and as the

number of rationalists increased, the number of material-

istic protagonists decreased.

The rigor of O'Connor's judgment of the modern

rationalist in her late fiction can result in a misin-

terpretation of her later treatment of the materialist.

Elmo Howell asserts that O'Connor came to accept "the

establishment in the Southern community, which in the

early work was the butt of satire." 2 Perhaps her treat-

ment of the rationalist is much more severe than that

accorded the materialist, but it is still difficult to

accept Howell's idea that in her later fiction O'Connor

came to believe that "mere competence and moral propriety"

are commendable, "even if the spiritual vision is dim, 29

Because materialism is such a diffusive spiritual illness,

it is difficult to depict. The intellectual's assumption

that man is perfectible through his own efforts is much

more open to attack by Christian orthodoxy. Mammon can

assume many forms, while man cannot; O'Connor's judgment

of the rationalist, the man who sets himself in God's place,

appears harsher to those who value too highly the intellec-

tual man.

28t"The Developing Art of Flannery O'Connor," Arizona
Quarterly, 29 (1973), 271.

2 9Howell, p. 271.



12

Thus, although O'Connor's religious view of man often

finds expression in characters who are in the grip of a

spiritual struggle, it more often finds expression in her

intense and continued interest in depicting man as a secular

being, cut off from any real source of value. In portraying

this secular being, O'Connor's concern is, states Marion

Montgomery, to illustrate that the secular separation of

man from the spiritual is "illusional since it takes a

part of reality for the whole of it." 3 0  O'Connor concen-

trates her interest on that moment, usually violent, when

the secular character is "suddenly thrown outside his

personal and cultural resources into a premonition of

the infinite," as Walter Shear notes. This moment often

leaves the secular protagonist exposed to a rigorous con-

demnation, yet at the same time the eternal order which

O'Connor believed undergirds the universe opens the possi-

bility of a spiritual awakening. However, the stories

usually end at the moment of confrontation; it is seldom

possible to posit salvation for any but a few of the

secular protagonists.

3 0"Beyond Symbol and Surface; The Fiction of Flannery
O'Connor," Georgia Review, 22 (1968), 190.

3 1Shear, p. 141.



CHAPTER II

THE MATERIALIST AS SECULAR PROTAGONIST

The most predominant type of protagonist in the fiction

of Flannery O'Connor is the materialist; he appears most

often in her early and middle stories. There are six

materialistic protagonists in the stories which comprise

A Good Man Is Hard To Find (1955), whereas in the posthumous

collection Everything That Rises Must Converge (1965),

there are only three stories whose major characters are

materialists. Mrs. Flood, the landlady in Wise Blood

(1952), plays a major role in the resolution of that

novel; the only materialistic character to be found in

The Violent Bear It ay (1960) is Mr. Meeks, the traveling

salesman who appears at the first of the novel. This

gradual diminution of the importance of the materialist

in O'Connor's fiction is replaced by her increasing interest

in the rationalist in her later fiction.

Not only is the materialist the most predominant

character in O'Connor's fiction, but he is also the most

easily recognized as ordinary and familiar; he is the

closest to "normal" of any of her characters. Many of

the materialists are owners of property, substantial members

of the rural community. Others are less firmly rooted to

13
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a particular place, and are portrayed undertaking a journey

of some kind. Although less homogeneous as a group,

O'Connor's materialists do share certain common traits,

In designating these characters as materialists, the

intent is to show how they embody the essentially secular,

materialistic view of life. By elevating property, whether

it be land or simply a car, the materialist is implicitly

denying the spiritual, which O'Connor believed present

throughout the physical universe, and he is also implying,

along with Mrs. May, that religion, like the word "Jesus,"

should be kept inside the church. These characters, al-

though they mouth platitudes and may even speak in religious

terms, are strictly secular in outlook; mystery has been re-

placed by their comfortably economic evaluation of life,

Secularism leads the materialist to become self-

centered and proud; in fact, self-reliance is his chief

virtue, In turn, his egocentric nature leads him to

manipulate and use others. While many of the materialists

have families, it cannot be said that they are happy, be-

cause the materialist is isolated from others by his

distorted viewpoint. He is, in Gilbert Muller's words,

a "cultural grotesque" because he denies the underlying

religious base of culture in favor of the self.'

'Nightmares and Visions (Athens: Univ. of Georgia
Press, 1972), p. 45.
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In O'Connor's increasingly skillful depiction of the

materialistic protagonist, he is forced by circumstances

to re-evaluate his presumably comfortable existence, or

at least to see himself in a clearer light. The tension

generated by the discrepancies between his secular eval-

uation of life and spiritual reality usually explodes in

a violent upheaval in his world,which forces him to recog-

nize the inadequacies of his position. Recognition, in

the materialist's case, is the major issue, although the

exact effects of that recognition are difficult to assess,

The operation of divine grace in O'Connor's fiction is

mysterious--it is impossible to say that the materialist

has been redeemed at the conclusion of any given story--

but then that is as it should be, O'Connor does allow for

the operation of grace in the most secular of her charac-

ters, which is much more to the point.

The first major short story by O'Connor with a materi-

alist as its main character is "A Stroke of Good Fortune,"

originally published in 1949, under the title "A Woman

on the Stairs." Ruby Hill, the story's protagonist, does

not immediately strike the reader as an essentially mate-

rialistic character; she and her husband are not at all

prosperous. Upon careful consideration, however, Ruby

does share some of the traits of the more notable
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materialists; she may be poor, but Ruby is as short-sighted,

willful, and selfishly proud as the later characters.

Ruby's pride stems from the fact that she has escaped

the country, and the now defunct town of Pitman, for the

city; although she lives in a tenement-like apartment

building, it isn't in the country. Ruby made good her

escape by not marrying from "around" like her sisters had.2

Instead, she married a salesman from Miami, Bill Hill, and

they moved to the city. Now that she lives in the city,

Ruby feels unjustifiably superior to the rest of her family.

She pities her two sisters, "both married four years, with

four children apiece" (99). Her baby brother, home after

two years in the army, lives with Ruby and Bill, and is

a constant source of irritation to her, because "if Pitman

had still been there, Rufus would have been in Pitman .

she didn't like to admit it . . . least about her own

brother, but there he was--good for absolutely nothing"

(96). Ruby had hoped that his term in the army would

change Rufus, but she thinks he lacks ambition, with about

"as much get as a floor mop" (95), now that he lives with

her. In contrast to her family, Ruby thinks she is "the

only one in her family who had been different, who had had

2 Flannery O'Connor, "A Stroke of Good Fortune," in
The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1971), p. 98. All further references to this work are from
this edition and appear in the text.
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any get" (96), Ruby's diction indicates that she is still

a country girl, and her "get" is about as great as Rufus' is,

An even more important source of pride for Ruby is

that she is not like her mother was at thirty-four, her

present age. Ruby is proud of her appearance; she feels

she is "warm and fat and beautiful" (99), and that "thirty-

four wasn't old, wasn't any age at all" (97). Her mother,

who had had Rufus at age thirty-four, had been gray and

"had looked like a puckered-up old yellow apple, sour" (97).

Ruby attributes the difference between them to her mother's

ignorance in having had eight children--"Her mother had

got deader with every one of them. And all for what?

Because she hadn't known any better . . . The purest of

downright ignorance!" (97). Ruby has not been ignorant

like her mother; she and Bill have been married for five

years and have no children.

Ruby is proud of herself, and she is ambitious as well,

She has evidently been urging Bill to move to a subdivision

called Meadow Heights. She feels put upon because she must

climb four flights of stairs to reach their apartment and

must walk more than eight blocks to the grocery store.

Although she thinks of herself as someone with "get," it

is obvious that Ruby is really quite lazy. She wants to

move because it will be more convenient--"you had your

drugstores and grocery and a picture show right in your
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own neighborhood" (97). Ruby hasn't "made any complaints

for five years much" (97), but now that she thinks her

health is failing, she decides that "Bill Hill couldn't

hold off much longer" (96) about moving.

Because she does not like or trust doctors yet is

worried about her health, Ruby had consulted Madame Zoleeda,

a palmist, an indication of Ruby's own ignorance, if not

superstition. The palmist had told Ruby that she would

have "a long illness,"'but that it would end in "a stroke

of good fortune" (96). Because Madame Zoleeda had not told

Ruby what her illness was, she has decided that she has

heart trouble--"that was what she wanted it to be--heart

trouble" (98-99). Just as she wants her illness to be

heart trouble, so too does Ruby want to decide what the

stroke of good fortune will be--"She had already figured

out the good fortune. Moving" (96), Ruby does not consider

whether they can afford the move; she simply decides that

they must, due to her health. Nor does she understand

that "wanting" her illness to be heart trouble will not

make it so.

What Ruby so studiously hides from herself in worrying

about her heart trouble is the possibility that she might

be pregnant. Her fear of pregnancy is more than the fear

of pain or doctors, although she vividly recalls Rufus'

birth, when she had walked ten miles to the movies too"get
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clear of the screaming" (97), Children are an anathema

to Ruby because she feels they would make her "deader,"

Children, for Ruby, do not signify the possibility of new

life, but instead a threat, or death, to her wholeness as

a person. As she climbs the stairs to her apartment, at

one point Ruby reflects that she feels "the wholeness of

herself, a whole thing clmibing the stairs" (99). A child

would threaten Ruby's security as a whole person, as some-

one, so she feels, with "get"; children might make her

dried up and "deader" as they had done to her mother,

Ruby stubbornly refuses to see that her recent weight

gain, nausea, and breathlessness all point to pregnancy

since she fears it so. As she climbs from one flight to

the next, however, she is gradually unable to deny any

longer the reality of the life within her. Her conver-

sation with Mr. Jerger, a retired high school teacher of

seventy-five, highlights the fact that Ruby is both much

more ignorant, and much less active and alive, than he is,

A more crucial conversation takes place on the third floor,

in the apartment of Laverne Watts, Ruby's friend.

Laverne, a single girl, knows what Ruby's illness is,

and pointedly spells out her pregnancy for her. Ruby's

rejection is a violent denial; she is not about to have

any children, much less twins as Laverne hints she might.

Laverne also expresses a romantic interest in Rufus, and
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as the conversation progresses, Ruby confuses him with her

unborn child. She tells Laverne that Rufus "'ain't but

an enfant,"' then sees him "waiting, with plenty of time,

out nowhere before he was born, just waiting to make his

mother that much deader" (103). As Ruby leaves Laverne' s

apartment, she is still denying that she's pregnant, but

as she begins to climb to the fourth floor, her pain

returns, and with the pain, come tears and more denials--

"No. No. It couldn't be any baby. She was not going to

have something waiting in her to make her deader, she was

not" (106). Ruby almost conquers her fear with the panacea

of Madame Zoleeda's promise of good fortune, but Hartley

Gilfeet, his mother's "Little Mister Good Fortune" (98),

crashes into Ruby as she sits on the stairs.

As Ruby struggles to regain her breath after the col-

lision, her resistance to the reality of her pregnancy

is finally broken, and she acknowledges the stroke of good

fortune as the child within her. Ruby's fear of becoming

"deader"' if she has a child is so strong that her acknowl-

edgment is not really acceptance, but an admission of

inescapable fact. The last line of the story holds little

promise for Ruby, because it echoes what she has thought

about Rufus several times throughout the story--"It was

as if it were out nowhere in nothing, out nowhere, resting

and waiting, with plenty of time" (107). Ruby does not
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think much of Rufus, yet she has identified the two--

the child, and Rufus, before he was born--as being out in

nowhere, waiting. There is a slight possibility that the

waiting will result in new life for Ruby, as it inevitably

will for her child, but the possibility is remote, since

Ruby is such an apathetic, selfish woman.

Perhaps it is because "A Stroke of Good Fortune" is

an early story that it is so difficult to assess the char-

acter of Ruby Hill; she seems to be a materialist almost

by default. Yet her basic denial of life is as secular

as any of the later materialist's attitudes. At any rate,

the lapse of time between this story and the publication

of Wise Blood in 1952 certainly allowed O'Connor to sharpen

her focus and intent, for the next materialistic character

in her fiction, the landlady in her first novel, is more

clearly and vigorously presented.

Mrs. Flood, Haze Motes's: landlady in Wise Blood, is

the first of several materialistic widows with property

to appear in the fiction of Flannery O'Connor. Money is the

dominant value in her life; she runs a boarding house, at

a profit, in Taulkingham. She charges Haze three dollars

a week for a room little bigger than his car; board is

extra. After Haze blinds himself, her reactions and

thoughts about him in the last chapter of the novel are

crucial to the novel's ending. It is the philistine
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Mrs. Flood who "introduces the idea of light" into Haze's

darkness, as David Eggenschwiler points out.3

Well aware of her own worth as a person, Mrs. Flood

wonders if Haze realizes who she is as she sits rocking

with him on the porch--"She couldn't tell if he knew it

was she. She herself. Mrs. Flood, the landlady. Not

just anybody."' Not only is Mrs. Flood somebody in her

own estimation, but she is clear-sighted as well. From

the vantage point of common sense, she cannot comprehend

why Haze has blinded himself, because "a woman like her,

who was so clear-sighted, could never stand to be blind"

(211), Her clear sight enables Mrs. Flood to perceive

life in relative terms; as she tells Haze one afternoon,

iI believe that what's right today is wrong tomorrow

and that the time to enjoy yourself is now so long as you

let others do the same"' (221). This equivocal viewpoint

also reinforces the most dominant trait in Mrs. Flood's

make-up, her greed.

Mrs. Flood is impressed with Haze's ability to pay,

and, after he blinds himself, she comes to consider his

monthly government check as her own. Its source provides

3The Christian Humanism of Flannery O'Connor (Detroit:
Wayne SEate Univ. Press, 197 )p 114.

4 Flannery O'Connor, Wise Blood (New York: Harcourt
1952), p. 217. All further references to this work are
from this edition and appear in the text,
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her justification; she pays taxes, which she feels the

government squanders on "foreign niggers and a-rabs . , ,

and on blind fools and on every idiot who could sign his

name on a card" (214). A deeper justification, but an

unconscious one, is that "when she found a stream of wealth,

she followed it to its source and before long, it was not

distinguishable from her own" (214). Having appropriated

Haze's money, at least in her own mind, Mrs. Flood sets

out to safeguard what she now considers to be hers by

right as a taxpayer and as Haze's caretaker.

Money even measures morality for Mrs. Flood. Sabbath

Hawks, who has also appropriated Haze as her own, remains

with him after he blinds himself. Mrs. Flood cannot approve

of this, and she tells Haze that he will have to pay double

because "there were things she didn't mind and things she

did" (215). When she points out to Haze that Sabbath is

only after his money, she is horrified when he says he would

pay the girl to stay away from him--"the thought that her

tax money would go to support such trash was more than the

landlady could bear" (216). Without any compunction, Mrs,

Flood calls the welfare people and has them remove the

threat to "her tax money."

Nor is Mrs. Flood above steaming open Haze's check to

find out how much it is, and then raising his room and

board, After she discovers that he throws his extra money
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away, Mrs. Flood asks him why he doesn't give it to the

poor; Haze immediately offers her the extra money, but her

pride forces her to decline. It is at this point that she

concludes that Haze is crazy and should be carefully

watched. Even though she raises his room and board, and

even though she thinks he is crazy, Mrs. Flood feels that

in some way Haze is cheating her--"she didn't like the

thought that something was being put over her head" (218).

She tries to imagine what it is like "inside his head and

out" (218). However, Haze's blindness baffles her; she

can only imagine "the whole black world in his head and

his head bigger than the world" (218). Because she cannot

endure the idea of unrelieved darkness, Mrs. Flood finally

decides that being blind must be like walking in a tunnel,

with a pinpoint of light for illumination; "she had to

imagine the pinpoint of light; she couldn't think of it at

all without that" (219).

Haze and his blindness bother Mrs. Flood from the

very first. When Haze tells her he is going to blind

himself, she wonders why he does not just commit suicide;

the only answer she can devise is that he is either morbid

or religious. She equates religion with being "a little

bit off" in the head; she truly does mean it when she tells

Haze she does not believe in Jesus (211). When she first

thinks that in being dead she would also be blind, the
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phrase "eternal death" comes to her mind, but "she cleared

it out of her mind immediately, with no more change of

expression than the cat" (211). Mrs. Flood only admits

thoughts that pertain to the here and now to occupy her mind;

eternity is a concept beyond her, so she simply dismisses it,

Haze's blindness and its implications continue to

haunt Mrs. Flood, however, and she is continually brought

short by the expression on his face, as if he sees something

she cannot, She often feels that in Haze there is "some-

thing hidden near her but out of her reach" (222). She

tries to talk to Haze about the rocks in his shoes, and

the wire he wears around his chest, but physical sight

and cleanliness are all that she can understand, so his

answers about uncleanliness and payment make no sense to

her. She thinks his self-imposed penance, like "being a

saint or walling up cats," is something that "people have

quit doing" (224). She concludes that in spite of what

he says, Haze must believe in Jesus or he "wouldn't do

these foolish things" (225). No matter how much his

blindness reminds Mrs. Flood of death, she decides to

marry Haze,

At first she thinks she will marry him and then have

him committed, but gradually she decides "to marry him

and keep him. Watching his face had become a habit with

her; she wanted to penetrate the darkness behind it and
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see for herself what was there" (225). Waiting until he

is recovering from a bout with influenza, Mrs. Flood ruth-

lessly delivers her ultimatum--either he marries her or he

will have to go. She reminds him that he has no place

else to go, and no one to care for him but her; taking her

seriously, Haze leaves and does not return until the two

policemen deliver his corpse to the now penitent Mrs. Flood.

While Haze is gone, Mrs. Flood experiences a change of

heart. She thinks she will let him return on his own terms,

but for extremely selfish reasons--"If she was going to be

blind when she was dead, who better to guide her than a

blind man? Who better to lead the blind than the blind,

who knew what it was like?" (229). She has the police

place his body on her bed, not realizing that he is dead,

and tells him, "'Well, Mr. Motes, . . . I see you've come

home!'" (231). Of course, Haze has done nothing of the

sort and as the realization of this dawns on her, Mrs. Flood

peers into his empty eye sockets, "trying to see how she had

been cheated or what had cheated her, but she couldn't see

anything" (231). Not only has Mrs. Flood been cheated of

her tax money, but she also been cheated of the meaning

behind Haze's blindness. She has come, finally, "to the

beginning of something she couldn't begin, and she saw him

moving farther and farther away, farther and farther into

the darkness until he was the pinpoint of light" (232).
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The darkness of death, an eternal blindness, lit by a

pinpoint of light, is all that Mrs. Flood is left with,

The implications of the pinpoint of light do hold

some promise of sight for Mrs. Flood, however, because

when she first imagines Haze's blindness as a dark tunnel,

illuminated by that pinpoint of light, she also imagines

that light "as some kind of star, like the star on Christmas

cards. She saw him going backwards to Bethlehem, and she

had to laugh" (219). It is possible that Mrs. Flood will

come to understand, that she will no longer laugh at the

idea of the star of Bethlehem, since Haze, in her imagina-

tion, has become the pinpoint of light itself. The pos-

sibility of sight is there, but whether Mrs. Flood can

make the connection between the two points is left in

doubt, since anything but the concrete always seems to

elude her. It is difficult to agree with Jonathan Baum-

bach's assertion that Mrs. Flood, as a representative of

the secular world, "experiences illumination for all of

us . . . [and] discovers his secret," because only the

implication of redemption is made at the novel's close,5

O'Connor's next materialistic protagonist, like Ruby

Hill, does not immediately appear to fit into the clas-

sification. However, if opportunism is akin to materialism,

5The Landscape of Nightmare (New York: New York Univ.
Press, 1965), p. 98.
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then General Tennessee Flintrock Sash, whose real name

is George Poker Sash, and who is not really a general,

can be admitted to the ranks of O'Connor's materialistic

characters. "A Late Encounter with the Enemy" also seems

to provide us with O'Connor's fictional statement about

the Civil War and the importance of history, being her

only story with an historic, and not a religious, theme.

As the short story opens, General Sash is one hundred

and four years old, tenaciously clinging to life, though

confined to a wheel chair, in order to sit on the platform

at the graduation of his sixty-two-year-old daughter,

Sally Poker Sash. While the General prefers parades with

pretty girls in them, any occasion at which he may wear

his uniform and sit on a platform will do. Vanity is the

only thing keeping the General alive; he has shoulder-

length white hair, and in his uniform "he knew well enough

that there was nothing to match him anywhere." 6  Sally

easily arranges for her father to sit on stage, for "dis-

tinguished visitors were always welcome and . . . could

be introduced" (139). Sally is proud of her father; his

presence will enable her to "hold her head very high as

6Flannery O'Connor, "A Late Encounter with the Enemy,"
in The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and

Giroux, 1971), p. 135. All further references to this
work are from this edition and appear in the text.
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if she were saying . . . My kin, all you upstarts! Glorious

upright old man standing for all the old traditions!" (135),

As a figure standing for "all the old traditions,"

however, the General is a ludicrous choice at best. For

the General "had not actually been a general in that war

. . . he didn't remember what he had been; in fact, he

didn't remember that war at all" (135). The only reason

he has the full-dress uniform and sword of a Confederate

general is that he appeared at a movie premiere in Atlanta

twelve years earlier. The rest of history, for him, is

only '"a dreary black procession of questions about the

past" (136). He is undisturbed by any reflections on the

morality of his generalship; he sees nothing wrong in

assuming a position that is not rightfully his. But then

his daughter is not disturbed either; she has become so

enmeshed in the lie her father lives that she actually

tells the Dean his name is General Tennessee Flintrock Sash,

For a representative of the "old traditions," O'Connor

offers a fake general, suggesting that the past, divorced

from any real tradition and made commercial, is meretri-

cious. On the day of Sally's graduation, the falsity of

the General's position is made clear. As Sally dresses

him for the ceremony, all he can bear to think of is his

own appearance. When she asks him if he is thrilled, his

only response is, "'Put the soward acrost my lap, damn you,
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where it'll shine'" (140). Sally is thrilled, though, as

she thinks of her father being wheeled on stage by her

nephew.

The procession of graduates dressed in black irritates

the General because the only processions he likes have

pretty girls in them. After his introduction, the General

resolves not to listen to any of the speeches, but, against

his will, because of "the little hole in the top of his

head," he is forced to do so (142). As a symbol of history,

the General generates speeches about Southern history, but

"he had forgotten history and he didn't intend to remember

it again" (142). The hole in the top of his head, the

result of being left in the hot summer sun without a hat,

traitorously allows "the words he heard into the dark places

of his brain. He heard the words, Chickamauga, Shiloh,

Johnston, Lee and he knew he was inspiring all these words

that meant nothing to him" (142).

To combat the force of those words which mean nothing,

the General tries to concentrate on the premiere in Atlanta,

but he is unsuccessful; "the old words began to stir in his

head as if they were trying to wrench themselves out of

place and come to life" (143). As the Generally mentally

tries to run from the power evoked by those words, "the

entire past opened up on him out of nowhere and he felt

his body riddled in a hundred places with sharp stabs of
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pain and he fell down, returning a curse for every hit"

(143). The past cannot be denied and forgotten as the

General had thought it could; it cannot be replaced with

parades made up of "floats full of Miss Americas and Miss

Daytona Beaches and Miss Queen Cotton Products" (134); it

cannot be embodied in a Hollywood uniform. "The black

procession" which the General had thought of as dreary

questions about the past, to be ignored, finally overtakes

him. Everyone and everything that he has erased from memory

come flooding back, and the General is forced to recognize

them. He makes a "desperate effort . . . [to] find out

what comes after the past" (143), but the attempt to see

comes too late for General Sash; he is now a dead man,

General Sash had acquiesced to the living of a lie,

denying any importance to history and its influence on him;

"what had happened then wasn't anything to a man living

now and he was living now" (142). The General had not

seen, until it was too late, that he had been as shriveled

in spirit as he was in limb. His reawakening to the power

of the past he sees as an attempt to riddle his body with

the pain of remembering, and the effort needed to cope with

the past after such a long period of dormance proves to be

too much for a man of his age. The dead General is a dis-

turbing symbol of a willing commercial perversion of
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Southern history, ironically juxtaposed, at the end of the

story, to "the long line at the Coca-Cola machine" (144),

Surely as familiar as the ubiquitous Coke bottle

to soft-drink fans are the grandmother and the Misfit

from the short story "A Good Man Is Hard To Find" to

O'Connor readers. An important question about this story

is, which of the two characters is the protagonist? In

spite of what some critics have written about the matter,

both authorial comment and the action of the story itself

point to the grandmother. For it is around the grand-

mother, and not the Misfit, that the dramatic center of

the story develops; the Misfit is a static figure, though

a figure with a purpose. Ironically, the Misfit is far

more aware of the spiritual implications of existence

than the grandmother is; she is a typical materialistic

character in her secular assessment of "good" people and

in her self-centered nature.

The grandmother is, in her own estimation, a good

woman. She is also a lady in the conventional Southern

tradition; when the family sets out on the trip, not

only is she the first one in the car (ladies are punc-

tual), but she is so dressed that, in contrast to her

daughter-in-law, wearing slacks, "anyone seeing her

dead on the highway would know at once that she was a
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lady." 7  She alone of the family has the grace to be em-

barrassed at her granddaughter's sassy response to Red

Samiy's wife at the diner. She is also possessed of a

sense of humor, albeit a rather feeble one, as we see in

her story about her one-time suitor, Mr. E, A. Teagarden,

and in her joke about a former plantation being "gone

with the wind."

However, these decent traits do not compensate for

her lack of critical perception about people and her devious

insistence in having her own way. Although she is unable

to convince Bailey, her son, that the family should vacation

in Tennessee instead of Florida, she does manage to smuggle

Pitti Sing, her cat, into the car by getting in first,

in spite of the fact that her son "didn't like to arrive

at a motel with a cat" (118), and she knows it. Her lack

of critical perception allows her to see the little Negro

child as "cute" and to tell her grandchildren matter-of-

factly that "'Little niggers in the country don't have

things like we do"' (119). Mr. Teagarden would have

been a good man to marry because "he was a gentleman and

had bought Coca-Cola stock when it first came out" (120),

rather dubious qualities for a suitable husband.

7 Flannery O'Connor, "A Good Man Is Hard To Find,"
in The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1971), p.178. All further references to this
work are from this edition and appear in the text.
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In the grandmother's conversation with Red Sammy of

the famous barbeque, she more fully reveals her inadequacies

of perception and her commonplace evaluation of life, When

Red Sammy recounts his tale about allowing strangers to

buy gas on credit and then being taken in by them, the

grandmother automatically assures him that he let them

have the credit because he is a good man. After Red

Sammy's wife serves the family their lunch, the grandmother

and Red Sammy discuss the current state of the world,

finding that, in contrast to better times that used to be,

the world is in a sorry state and that "Europe was entirely

to blame" (122).

The most horrible outcome of the grandmother's will-

fulness and lack of discernment is the family's encounter

with the Misfit. She "remembers" an old plantation she

once saw, and talks herself and her grandchildren into

wanting to look for it, although she knows her son won't

want to make any detours. She allows her embellished

story to capture the children's imaginations, and lets

their predictable brashness reduce their father to acquies-

cence. After they have driven down the dirt road a while,

the grandmother's embarrassed recollection of the planta-

tion's actual location causes her to upset the basket where

she has hidden Pitti Sing, and the cat's enraged escape

causes the accident. Knowing she alone is responsible



35

for the accident, the grandmother unremorsefully hopes

she is seriously injured "so that Bailey's wrath would

not come down on her all at once" (125). She also decides

not to mention where the plantation was really located,

conclusively making evident her moral cowardice.

When the Misfit and his two cohorts arrive at the

scene of the accident, it is the grandmother who blurts

out her recognition of the Misfit; even in a dangerous

situation she does not perceive that it would be better

to keep her mouth shut and let Bailey handle matters. The

Misfit himself has to point out to her that the family

would have been better off had she not said anything about

his identity. As the danger of their plight penetrates

the grandmother's consciousness, her immediate, self-

centered question to the Misfit is, "'You wouldn't shoot

a lady, would you?" (127).. The Misfit's manners are

equal to the grandmother's throughout their encounter,

as evidenced by his polite reply to her foolish question-

"'I would hate to have to'" (127), his apologies for not

having a shirt on in front of the ladies, and his polite

requests that the various family members go off with his

underlings.

Clearly it takes more than good manners to make a

good man, but the Misfit's politeness deludes the grand-

mother into thinking that she can cajole her way out of
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being shot. She is unable to perceive that there are any

distinctions between goodness and politeness, Neither is

she above prevaricating or ignoring the rest of her family

in her attempts to escape the inevitable outcome of her

foolish mistake in making known the Misfit's identity.

It is through the grandmother's attempts to escape

death that the realities of the spirit are revealed to

her. Initially the grandmother concentrates on assuring

the Misfit that she knows he's "'a good man. You don't

look a bit like you have common blood. I know you must

come from nice people"' (127). As Bobby Lee and Hiram take

her son and grandson into the woods, the grandmother reit-

erates that she knows that the Misfit is a good, and not

a common, man; to her way of thinking, if you're not common,

you're good--goodness is a matter of breeding. The Misfit

politely corrects this facile evaluation of goodness-

"'Nome, I ain't a good man"' (123). The Misfit realizes

the implications of not being a good man, whereas the

grandmother does not.

The grandmother's attempts to talk to the Misfit

elicit his life story, and soon their discourse begins

to take on a more metaphysical dimension. When he mentions

his stay in the penitentiary, the grandmother tells him

that he should have begun to pray. When she points out

that if he would pray, then Jesus would help him, he replies
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he is aware of that. "'Well then, why don't you pray?'

she asked trembling with delight suddenly" (130). Her

delight stems from her belief that anyone who prays and

believes in Jesus could not possibly kill a good woman;

however, the Misfit's reply leaves no doubt about his

position on prayer and Jesus; "'I don't want no hep, ' he

said. 'I'm doing all right by myself'" (130).

When the grandmother and the Misfit are left alone,

she becomes inarticulate, then says Jesus' name, but "it

sounded as if she might be cursing" (131). The Misfit

answers her profane prayer by comparing his lot with Jesus'

but with the qualification that He "'thown everything off

balance"' (131). Off balance, because in a secular modern

world, anyone who "'has to know why it is'" (129) like the

Misfit does, cannot accept Jesus on faith alone. If only

the Misfit had been present when Jesus raised Lazarus from

the dead, then he could believe, and he "'wouldn't be like

I am now'" (132). The Misfit's dilemma, his recognition

of what the possibilities of Christ's existence imply,

finally reaches the grandmother and she is forced to see

the Misfit for the first time. Her spiritual kinship with

the Misfit is clear to the reader---she is in her own way

as irresponsible as he is--but whether the grandmother is

aware of this is another matter. However, when she touches
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him as a result of her recognition, the Misfit's reaction

is to shoot her three times.

The precise meaning of the grandmother's illumination

is difficult to ascertain. She murmurs that the Misfit

is "'one of her babies"' (132) before she touches him, but

the stress of the situation, combined with the Misfit's

having donned her son' s shirt, leads back to her initial

reaction when she sees the Misfit in Bailey's shirt for

the first time--"The grandmother couldn't name what the

shirt reminded her of" (130). Her disorientation and

confusion may have cleared in the moments preceding her

death, but she is, after all, as responsible for her own

death and that of her family as the Misfit is, Their deaths

are the result of both her foolish tongue and her desire

to get her own way. However, in O'Connor's stories the

terrible mercy of God can never be discounted, and after

her death, she remains "smiling up at the cloudless

sky" (132).

In many ways the protagonist of "The Life You Save

May Be Your Own" is a rather ambiguous anomaly in the list

of O'Connor's materialists. Tom T. Shiftlet, an itinerant

carpenter, is like General Sash in that he is an oppor-

tunist; he assesses Mrs. Lucynell Crater's intentions

quite accurately, and just as accurately, takes advantage

of the opportunity offered by her "ravenous [desire] for
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a son-in-law."' If Mrs. Crater is ravenous for a son-in-

law, Mr. Shiftlet's desire for a car is equally as ravenous.

The exchange, or barter, of Lucynell, Mrs. Crater's deaf

and dumb daughter, for the Ford is an unequal exchange,

however, for Mr. Shiftlet gladly abandons Lucynell after

he gets the car. At the same time, Mr. Shiftlet's remarks

throughout the story show him to be an opportunist with a

speculative bent, for he is continually postulating the

unplumbable mysteries of life while maneuvering to acquire

the car from Mrs. Crater.

Mrs. Crater erroneously assumes that Mr. Shiftlet is

just a tramp, "no one to be afraid of" (145). Although

he has only one arm, which does render him harmless in a

physical sense, Mr. Shiftlet is as clever a con-man as any

whole man, and is perhaps more dangerous than many, Early

in the story he points out to Mrs. Crater that while a doc-

tor can cut out a human heart and examine it, the doctor

doesn't "'know no more than you or me'" about the real

nature of humanity (147). As Mrs. Crater tries to find out

more about Mr. Shiftlet, he tells her that he could be lying

about his identity and she would never know it, that the

most he can tell her is "'I'm a man; but listen lady, . .

'Flannery O'Connor, "The Life You Save May Be Your
Own, in The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, 1971), p. 150. All further references to this
work are from this edition and appear in the text.
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what is a man?'" (148). This metaphysical double-talk

from Mr. Shiftlet does much to foster his apparent illusions

about himself--"'I'm a man, . . . even if I ain't a whole

one. I got . . . a moral intelligence"' (149), Mr.

Shiftlet rightly states that he is not a "whole" man,

but his awareness of his state seems to be limited to

the physical, and not the spiritual, world.

As a man with a moral intelligence, Mr. Shiftlet

purports to be uninterested in money and material things.

But from the first of the story his attention is drawn

again and again to Mrs. Crater's car, and when she tells

him that he can work for his keep as long as he doesn't

mind sleeping in the car, he is delighted--"'Why listen,

lady,' he said with a grin of delight, 'the monks of old

slept in their coffins"' (149). As a secular monk, Mr.

Shiftlet cares about the way he does things, because he'd

been raised the right way. And he is polite to Mrs. Crater

and her daughter, he works hard at improving the place,

and most important of all to Mrs. Crater, he is a single man,

When Mr. Shiftlet fixes the car, his expression

reflects his satisfaction with his accomplishment--"He

had an expression of serious modesty on his face as if he

had just raised the dead" (151). What he has actually done

is to give Mrs. Crater something to bargain with in her

desire for a son-in-law, since Mr. Shiftlet so obviously
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wants the car. And bargain they do. In the course of

their bartering, Mr. Shiftlet makes two things plain; he

has to have money for a trip after the wedding, and more

tellingly, after Mrs. Crater tells him he is nothing but

a disabled drifter, he makes the analogy that reveals why

the car is so important to him--"'Lady, a man is divided

into two parts, body and spirit . . . The body, lady, is

like a house: it don't go anywhere; but the spirit, lady,

is like a automobile: always on the move, always . . .1"

(152). Although he suspects that Mrs. Crater has more money

sewed up in her mattress, the sum of seventeen-fifty is

all that Mr. Shiftlet can get for the trip; he is bound

by his statement that he is not interested in money not to

try for more without showing himself in a clearer light.

His desire for the mobility that a car will afford him is

what finally gets Mrs. Crater her son-in-law, because she

agrees that he can have the car painted before the ceremony,

and that she will pay for the paint. When he hears this

news, Mr. Shiftlet's "smile stretched like a weary snake

waking up by the fire" (152); this smile exposes Mr. Shift-

let as the devilish con-man he really is, because he has

known all along what Mrs. Crater wants from him. Like a

snake, he has his prey firmly in his grip, and he ruthlessly

goes through with his plan to acquire what he wants.
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Although the wedding leaves Mr. Shiftlet looking

"morose and bitter as if he had been insulted while some-

one held him" (153), he and Lucynell leave a desolate Mrs.

Crater behind them as they start on their trip. He

relishes the speed of the car, but his enjoyment is

periodically broken by the presence of Lucynell beside

him. When they stop at a diner and Lucynell falls asleep

at the counter, Mr. Shiftlet gladly abandons her with the

explanation that she's a hitchhiker and that he can't

wait for her. He appears to feel no compunction at leaving

Lucynell behind, but he becomes depressed driving alone,

and looks for hitchhikers to pick up, since "a man with

a car had a responsibility to others" (155).

Mr. Shiftlet's myopic sense of responsibility allows

him to pick up a young boy from the side of the road. In

an effort to assuage his conscience, he begins to eulogize

his mother, saying she was "'a angel of Gawd'" (156), a

phrase he borrowed from the man at the diner who said it

of Lucynell. Mr. Shiftlet's sentimental reminiscences

about his mother are broken by the hitchhiker's response,-

"'My old woman is a flea bag and yours is a stinking pole

cat!'" (156)--as he jumps from the barely moving car.

Shocked and oppressed by this attitude, Mr. Shiftlet asks

that God "'Break forth and wash the slime from this earth!'

(156), As the story closes, Mr. Shiftlet is racing a
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thunderstorm into Mobile. The guffaw of thunder which

accompanies the storm leads the reader to believe that

Mr. Shiftlet's prayer is being literally if not metaphor-

ically answered. He seems genuinely shocked by the boy's

remarks about his mother, but doesn't seem to be in the

least conscious of any bad behavior on his part in leaving

the defenseless Lucynell behind at the diner. Whether or

not he undergoes any kind of change is most dubious, since

the only person he ever seems to have revered is apparently

dead, and although his comments throughout the story demon-

strate his knowledge that a spiritual dimension exists,

in light of his behavior his exact relationship to the

divine is difficult to postulate.

While there may be ambiguity surrounding Mr. Shiftlet

as a character, there is none connected with Mrs. Cope,

the protagonist of "A Circle in the Fire." Mrs. Cope has

definitely ranged herself on the side of the Pharisees,

offering up a continuous stream of prayers thanking the

Lord for having spared her the miseries and pains of others

less fortunate than she. As she tells Mrs. Pritchard, the

hired man's wife, she has the best place in the county

because "'I've had to work to save this place and work

to keep it. . . . I don't let anything get ahead of me

and I'm not always looking for trouble. I take it as it
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coness;!"" Working her farm, keeping it in shape, has

become Mrs. Cope's real god; she merely pays lip service

to the divinity. Her confidence in her own authority and

ability is what eventually brings about Mrs, Cope's admis-

sion to the human race.

Mrs. Cope's world is bound by her farm; it takes

precedence over everything else in her life, including

her twelve-year-old daughter. She pays attention to Sally

Virginia between finishing one task and beginning another.

Her daughter irritates her because she is something of a

tomboy, and because she does not talk or act like Mrs,

Cope does, At one point in the story Mrs. Cope laments

to her daughter--"'Sometimes you look like you might belong

to Mrs, Pritchard!'" (190)--as devastating a remark as she

could make to anyone, since her opinion of Mrs. Pritchard

is not very high. Sally Virginia reacts to Mrs. Cope's

attitude by talking back to her, and trying to act tough,

Their relationship as mother and daughter is hardly a

loving one, but Mrs. Cope seems oblivious to the submerged

tension between them.

Most of Mrs. Cope's care and precaution is lavished

upon her farm. For example, she weeds her border beds as

9Flannery O'Connor, "A Circle in the Fire," in The
Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux.,
1971)7-p. 178, All further references to this work are
from this edition and appear in the text.
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if nut grass and weeds "were an evil sent directly by the

devil to destroy the place" (175). She feels the same way

about her Negro hired hands, because they attempt to do

things the easy way, instead of the money-saving way.

Mrs, Cope's only anxieties concerning her place are that

either a fire might break out in her timber, or that some-

one might injure himself on her property and sue her. The

one indication that all her good fortune might weigh heavily

on Mrs. Cope comes late in the story--"when the seasons

changed she seemed almost frightened at her good fortune

in escaping whatever it was that pursued her" (190), For

the most part, however, she rests comfortably on the knowl-

edge that her hard work and energetic determination have

given her the "best kept place in the county" (178). She

rules her farm unchallenged, the unquestioned mistress of

both property and laborers.

The challenge to Mrs. Cope's abilities to "take it

as it comes" appears in the guise of three teen-aged boys

who come uninvited for a visit to her farm. Powell, one

of the three who is the son of a former hired hand, has

infused his enthusiasm for the farm into his two friends,

and they have come to see if it is as wonderful as he has

claimed it is. It becomes quickly apparent that they have

no intention of paying any heed to Mrs. Cope's polite

requests, They respond to her politely-worded questions
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and offers of food with thinly-disguised contempt, When

they announce that they're going to stay for the night,

Mrs. Cope makes the mistake of telling them they can stay,

but that they'll have to sleep in the fields, since their

cigarettes might set fire to either the woods or the barn,

Because "Mrs. Cope prided herself on the way she handled

the type of mind that Mrs. Pritchard had" (189), she assumes

that Mrs. Pritchard's predictions about the meanness that

boys are capable of are the result of her usual sensation-

alism,.and she ignores the truth in the. other woman's com-

ments, She does not perceive that, in giving the boys

permission to stay one night, they will take their time in

departing. Nor does she perceive that her assertions of

ownership mean nothing to the boys; having owned nothing

in their lives, they cannot comprehend that she owns the

woods; they could just as easily believe that she owns the

sky as well.

When she discovers that the boys mean to stay for a

while, Mrs. Cope tells them that she is glad to have them,

but "'I expect you to act like gentlemen"' (185). They

probably have no notion of what that means, but the request

does reveal the extent of Mrs. Cope's ignorance about them.

The pressures of their presence continue to build because

Mrs. Cope's authority on her farm has never been contested

before. Her nervousness is further aggravated by
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Mrs. Pritchard's satisfied reports on all the bad things

the boys have done, such as riding the horses, drinking

the milk, and letting the bull out of his pen. The contest

of wills continues for two days, until finally Mrs. Cope

threatens the boys with the sheriff if they do not leave,

Mrs. Pritchard predicts that angered, they might do any-

thing. Mrs. Cope asserts that "'I've scared them and

they've gone and now we can forget them'" (189),

After Mrs. Cope is certain that the boys have gone,

she begins to tell her daughter "how much they had to be

thankful for" (190). She cannot see the hypocrisy that

underlies the "litany of her blessings" (190); like the

Pharisee who thanked God that he was not like other men,

Mrs. Cope never stops to look beyond the physical prosperity

she enjoys to note that her relationship with her daughter

could benefit from any effort at understanding on her part,

or that her prayers are actually a form of self-

congratulation, and not of thanksgiving. However, Mrs.

Cope's inability to see beyond surfaces, her rather com-

placent assumption that she is somehow exempt from the

ills that beset others, is destroyed at the story's close,

The point of view, which has fluctuated between Mrs.

Cope and her daughter, at the end of the story is the

daughter's. It is she who goes to the woods and comes

upon the boys in one of the back pastures. As she spies
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on them, she hears Powell remark, "'If this place was not

here any more . . . you would never have to think of it

again'" (192), a remark which reflects the ending of the

story when Mrs. Cope's placid edenic existence is disrupted

by the fire her daughter watches the boys set in the woods,

The child runs from the woods to tell the others about the

fire, but they have already seen it, and her mother sends

the Negroes to fight it. When daughter looks at mother,

she sees "the face of the new misery she felt, but on her

mother it looked old and it looked as if it might have

belonged to anybody, a Negro or a European or to Powell

himself" (193). "The new misery" which mother and daughter

share alike seems to presage a new era for the Copes, their

admission to the human race and the ills which prey upon

all men, Negro or European or anybody.

A much more specific and different form of alienation

than Mrs. Cope's is offered the reader in the short story

"The Displaced Person." Mrs. McIntyre, like Mrs, Cope,

runs her farm with the help of a hired couple and two Negro

hired hands. Mrs. McIntyre, however, instead of merely

thanking the Lord for not making her a European, has hired

a Polish refugee with a family to help her run her farm.

Altruism is not the motivating force behind Mrs, McIntyre's

decision; rather, she has the attitude that the Guizacs

should feel "lucky . . . to escape from over there and come
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to a place like this," a bare little shack furnished with

cast-off odds and ends." 0 After the Guizacs have been on

the farm three weeks, she remarks to Mrs. Shortley, the

hired hand's wife, that getting Mr. Guizac "was the best

day's work she had ever done in her life" (201).

Like most of the other older women in O'Connor's

fiction who run their own farms, Mrs. McIntyre is mainly

interested in her farm. She had married her first hus-

band, the Judge, because she thought he was rich, and

their three years together had been happy and prosperous.

The Judge is also the only one of her three husbands who

has really affected Mrs. McIntyre; she constantly quotes

his sayings and shares his aphoristic materialism. She

even keeps the peacocks, although she dislikes them, 'out

of a superstitious fear of annoying the Judge in his grave"

(218). She keeps his office unchanged as a "kind of memo-

rial to him, sacred because he had conducted his business

[there]" (221). Like the Judge, the only thing Mrs.

McIntyre holds sacred is business.

After his death, she had discovered that all the Judge

had left her was "a mortgaged house and fifty acres that he

had managed to cut the timber off before he died" (218).

"Flannery O'Connor, "The Displaced Person," in The

Com lete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
77, ,196, All further references to this work are

from this edition and appear in the text.
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In spite of these handicaps, Mrs. McIntyre has managed to

keep the place and turn it into a prosperous dairy farm,

The other handicaps Mrs. McIntyre has had to deal with

are the unsatisfactory hired hands and tenant farmers who

have worked for her in rapid succession. Mrs. McIntyre

has been more than equal to the challenge that they have

presented, but it is not until Mr. Guizac's arrival that

Mrs. Shortley notices that Mrs. McIntyre "had begun to

act like somebody who was getting rich secretly" (208),

Mr, Guizac is a hard and competent worker, the kind

of man Mrs. McIntyre has always wanted to work for her,

but has never been able to find. She tells Mrs, Shortley,

her one friend and confidant, that he is her salvation,

In fact, Mr. Guizac's presence and efficiency result in

the Shortleys' departure. Although Mrs. McIntyre will

miss Mrs. Shortley, she is delighted when they leave

without having to fire them, because "the people she hired

always left her--because they were that kind of people"

(214). Mr. Guizac is different from the other hired men

in that he "has to work!" (215), and this situation pleases

Mrs. McIntyre.

Mr. Guizac has to work because as a displaced person

he has no place else to go. Mrs. McIntyre feels sorry for

him, but she also feels that she is not responsible for

his situation. She has given him a job, and adversity is
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good for anyone, as she is able to testify, for she too has

had to work hard and struggle for what she has. There are

so many extra people in the world, she thinks, that only

those who work hard and save their money will survive.

And now that she has discovered that there are actually

people who need jobs and will work industriously once

they get them, she makes up her mind that she is not going

to fool with "'trashy people"' on her place anymore (216).

Although the language barrier presents a slight problem

in communicating, Mr. Guizac is "a kind of miracle that she

had seen happen and that she talked about but that she still

didn't believe" (219). Of course, Mr. Guizac is an economic

miracle in Mrs. McIntyre's eyes; she would not understand

any other kind.

Mrs. McIntyre's idyll is rudely shattered, however,

when she discovers that Mr. Guizac intends to marry his

sixteen-year-old cousin to one of the Negroes who works on

her farm. Mrs. McIntyre cannot understand that marriage to

a stranger is preferable to life in a refugee camp; all she

sees is that Mr. Guizac is upsetting her hired help in

trying to marry one of them to a white woman. She tries

to explain her position to Mr. Guizac, and he tries to make

his cousin's plight equally clear to her. She finally

tells him, "'I cannot understand how a man who calls himself

a Christian could bring a poor innocent girl over here and
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marry her to something like that"' (223). She also makes

it clear to Mr. Guizac that she will fire him if he contin-

ues to take money from Sulk, that she owns the place and

says who can come to it and who can't. Her statement,

"'I am not responsible for the world's misery"' (223),

makes her unsympathetic position finally clear to Mr.

Guizac, and he goes back to work.

Realizing that she has no legal responsibility to

Mr. Guizac, but feeling that she has a moral obligation

to him, Mrs. McIntyre tries to talk about her dilemma

with the Catholic priest who had arranged for Mr. Guizac

to come to her farm. He makes periodic visits to her farm

to see how the Guizacs are and to try to convert her to

Catholicism. Mrs. McIntyre attempts to explain to the

priest that Mr. Guizac is not satisfactory, but the priest

blandly allows her to have her say and then points out

that Mr. Guizac has nowhere else to go, neatly putting

the problem back on Mrs. McIntyre's shoulders. She then

tries to explain that she is not responsible for Mr. Guizac,

but the priest's attention is diverted by Mrs. McIntyre's

peacock, who has spread his tail on the lawn. When the

priest likens the peacock to Christ, Mrs. McIntyre is both

embarrassed and uncomprehending, and when he leaves, her

problem has still not been resolved.
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Mr. Shortley's reappearance further complicates Mrs.

McIntyre's existence, While she mourns Mrs, Shortley's

death, she does not really want to rehire Mr. Shortley,

but does so anyway. She promises him that she will fire

Mr. Guizac in thirty days and then he can have his job in

the dairy back. Her own parsimony, and Mr. Guizac's

efficiency, allows her continually to postpone firing him,

but Mr. Shortley feels that the Pole has taken his job

and is also responsible for his wife's death. He repeatedly

makes his grievances known to Mrs. McIntyre, so that when

the priest returns for another visit, she feels compelled

to try to make Father Flynn see matters her way. All that

she succeeds in making clear is her own avarice and lack

of charity.

Mrs. McIntyre puts off firing the Displaced Person

because she has never had to fire anyone before and because

she simply cannot bring herself to lose such a good worker,

He has become identified with "'all the rest of them (trashy

hired help)--only smart and thrifty and energetic"' (224)

in Mrs. McIntyre's mind, but his demotion from "miracle"

to being "extra" doesn't help her find the courage to dis-

miss him, Her procrastination irks Mr. Shortley and he

begins to tell everyone how badly he has been treated

because of Mr. Guizac. One morning Mrs. McIntyre becomes

so tired of struggling with her "increasing guilt," which
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is the result of her reluctance to fire Mr. Guizac in the

face of her "moral obligation" to do so, that she walks

down to the machine shed to tell him he has to go (233),

Before she can say a word to him, however, Mr. Shortley

takes the other tractor out and inefficiently brakes it

so that it rolls over the prone Mr. Guizac, killing him,

Mrs. McIntyre could have shouted a warning to him, but

instead, her eyes, Mr. Shortley's, and the Negro's "come

together in one look that froze them in collusion forever"

(234). Mrs, McIntyre faints and when she comes to, she

is unable to assimilate what is happening. She feels that

"she was in some foreign country where the people bent over

the body were natives, and she watched like a stranger while

the dead man was carried away in the ambulance" (235),

Mrs. McIntyre never recovers from Mr. Guizac's death, and

eventually she is left alone, with only a nurse to care

for her. The only person who visits her is Father Flynn,

who comes once a week to feed the peacock and to explain

the doctrines of the church to a woman who becomes embar-

rassed at the mention of Christ in a conversation "the way

sex had her mother" (226).

Throughout the story it becomes increasingly clear

that Mrs, McIntyre is, as she tells the priest, "'not

theological. I'm practical!"' (225). She derives immense

satisfaction from telling him that "'As far as I'm concerned,
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Christ was just another D. P.1'" (229), Her inability to

see life in any but material terms dooms Mrs. McIntyre to

her final alienation from all life, both physical and

spiritual. What little sympathy that is generated for

her is dissipated when she allows Mr. Guizac to die without
any attempt to prevent his murder. As a representative

of the purely secular and pragmatic outlook, Mrs. McIntyre
is truly a horrifying figure, and in her final alienation

O'Connor's indictment of materialism is made plain.

The materialists from A Good lan Is Hard To Find and
Wise Blood are all isolated characters; the two most notable
are Mrs, McIntyre and Mr. Shiftlet, The isolation and
materialism are designations of the same problem, a secular
view of life. The grandmother, Mrs. Flood, General Sash,
and Mrs. Cope are rendered in a rather different light;
they appear to experience at least a partial recognition
of the insufficiencies of their conceptions of life. The
separation of the spiritual dimension from the physical,
which is what the materialists all do, leads to an inversion
of the natural order, and the exaltation of the material
world, To restore the natural order, O'Connor leads her
materialists toward the potential of the spiritual world
through violence.

In her presentation of the later materialistic pro-
tagonists, O'Connor uses the same technique, but the focus
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is much sharper. It is not too much to say that the later

materialists are more blatantly secular than the earlier

ones; they are perhaps less ambiguously presented, and

their flaws more heavily emphasized. At the same time,
their experiences with violence are less ambivalent as

well. The point of view is more consistently with the

protagonist in the later stories, which also assists in

their examination.

Mrs, May, the first of the late O'Connor materialists,
is the protagonist of the short story "Greenleaf." As

in all the later fiction, the point of view in this story

is the protagonist's throughout, a consistency which

facilitates an exploration of character. Mrs. May is a
more sensitive central intelligence than many of the other

materialists, but her perception is limited by her uncom-

promising, rather rigid view of life. Only in the final

paragraphs of the story is it possible that she is able to

go beyond her limitations, just as is true of the grand-

mother in "A Good Man Is Hard To Find,"

Mrs. May is a "country woman only by persuasion";

after her husband's death the farm, bought "when land was
down," is the only place she has to go."' With the

"Flannery O'Connor, "Greenleaf," in The CompleteStories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Girouix, 777p319, Allfurther references to this work are from thisedition and appear in the text.
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unenthusiastic help of Mr. Greenleaf, the hired man, Mrs,

May has turned the run-down farm into a fairly successful

dairy farm. Her city friends say "she was the most re-

markable woman they knew, to go, practically penniless

and with no experience, out to a rundown farm and make

a success of it" (321). Obliged to concur in that opinion,

Mrs. May feels everything, including the weather and the

hired help, is against her; "'there's nothing for it but

an iron hand!"' (321), which she wields quite freely over

Mr. Greenleaf, if not the weather, and tries to wield

over her sons.

Mrs. May has worked so diligently, she thinks, to

make the farm successful for her two sons, Wesley and

Scofield. While they are both quite different in tem-

perament and occupation, they are alike in that "neither

of them cared what happened on the place" (314). Her sons'

lack of interest in the farm continually aggravates Mrs.

May, but she is always careful to tell them about every-

thing that happens to keep them aware that while "she was

capable of handling Mr. Greenleaf, they were not" (317).

Neither of her two sons is married, which adds to Mrs. May' s
anxiety about the farm, because she is afraid that after
she is dead, "'they'll marry trash and ruin everything I've

done'"' (315). To prevent this from happening, Mrs. May

has actually entailed her property so that if her sons
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do marry, they cannot leave it to their wives. Obviously
Mrs. May's concern for her farm is far greater than it is
for her sons; not they, but her farm provides the basis
for her pride.

Another source of tension in Mrs. May's life is
generated by her running battle with Mr. Greenleaf.

After fifteen years' association with him, she has learned
that "his disposition on any particular day was as much
a factor in what she could and couldn't do as the weather
was" (318). He eventually gets around to doing what he is
told to do if she is persistent enough, and his attitude
toward Mrs. May is one of sullen subservience. She has
never fired him "because she has always doubted she could
do better" (313); their battle has continued for so long
that it is second nature to both of them.

While Mrs. May has learned to cope with Mr. Greenleaf,
she cannot think of the rest of his family with equanimity,
A major element in their unspoken battle is the constant
comparison of their respective sons, 0. T. and E. T.,
the Greenleaf boys, have become successful farmers, much
to Mrs. May's exasperation. Their success she attributes
to the Second World War; after the war, "they took advantage
of all the benefits and went to the school of agriculture
at the university" (318). They had both married French
women, "nice girls who naturally couldn't tell that they
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murdered the king's English or that the Greenleafs were

who they were" (318). The crux of their success for Mrs,

May is that in spite of their origins, in twenty years

they will be "'Society"' (318).

The other Greenleaf who irritates Mrs. May's sense

of fitness is Mrs. Greenleaf. Instead of being concerned

about housework, Mrs. Greenleaf's main "preoccupation was
what she called 'prayer healing"' (315), a form of religion

Mrs, May finds incomprehensible. Much of Mrs. Greenleaf's

"healing" is tied up in the newspaper clippings she buries

in the woods and then prays over, and this is what so of-
fends Mrs, May, "a good Christian woman with a large re-
spect for religion, though she did not, of course, believe

any of it was true" (316). As far as Mrs. May is concerned,
Mrs. Greenleaf is someone Jesus would be ashamed of,

The undeclared war between Mrs. May and Mr. Greenleaf

comes to a head when 0. T. and E. T.'s bull gets loose

on Mrs. May's property. Her major concern is that the

scrub bull will ruin "the breeding schedule" of her milk
cows (314). When Mrs. May tries to share her concern with
her sons, they are less than interested; when she points
out to Wesley that if she hadn't kept such a firm rein
on Mr. Greenleaf, "'you boys might be milking cows every

morning at four o'clock,"' his reply is indicative of their
attitude toward her and the farm--"'I wouldn't milk a cow
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to save your soul from hell"' (321), Knowing that her sons

will be of no help, Mrs. May still enters into the contest

with the Greenleafs with great gusto. When E. T. and 0, T,

do not collect their property, Mrs. May is delighted, for

now she can force the unwilling Mr. Greenleaf to shoot his

sons' bull. Mrs. May finds her triumph exhilarating, and

her pleasure stems from her feelings that the Greenleafs

have always used her, obtaining some obscure form of advan-

tage over her which she detests.

Although Mrs. May has carried the day, as she sits

in the pasture waiting to hear the sound of a shot, she

cannot understand "why she should be so tired when it was

only mid-morning" (332). She concludes it is because she

has worked unremittingly for fifteen years, which leads

her to think: "Before any kind of judgement seat, she

would be able to say: I've worked, I have not wallowed"

(332), This wholesale evaluation of life in terms of work

denies what is essential, what for Mrs. May is embodied in

Mrs, Greenleaf, and summed up in her remark to Mr, Green-

leaf--"'I'm afraid your wife has let religion warp her"'

(332). Salvation in Mrs. May's terms is work; religion

can only warp. Impatient at Mr. Greenleaf's delay, Mrs,

May honks the horn of her car to let him know it. The

sound attracts the bull from the woods surrounding the

pasture, and he charges Mrs. May as she sits on the bumper
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of her car. She does not realize that he is charging her,

and "the bull had buried his head in her lap, like a wild

tormented lover, before her expression changed" (334).

Although Mr. Greenleaf shoots the bull, Mrs. May remains

impaled on his horns, "bent over [as if] whispering some

last discovery into the animal's ear" (334).

Of course we do not know what Mrs. May might be

whispering into the bull's ear; we do know that "the

exhilaration of carrying her point had sharpened her

senses" (330) as she and Mr. Greenleaf start out to find

him. For the first time Mrs. May is not seeing the farm

as an extension of herself, or as "the reflection of her

own character" (321). Her sharpened senses, and the tenor

of her thoughts before her death point to an awakening of

some kind in Mrs. May. The possibility of some larger

world than the purely material one is implied in the change

of expression on Mrs. May's face after her death. Perhaps

in the mystery of death lies Mrs, May's salvation; it is

certain that uncomplaining hard work, no matter how suc-

cessful, is not the choice O'Connor would have us make,

In the short story "A View of the Woods," O'Connor

offers a protagonist who firmly believes in what has come

to be thought of as progress. Mr. Fortune, an active and

alert septuagenarian, "was not one of those old people

who fight improvement, who object to everything new and
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cringe at every change."12 Instead, he believes in and

advocates the conveniences of life offered by modern

technology; however, this identification of improvement

with progress, in the character of Mr. Fortune, is bound

by the advantages he expects to get out of it, and by his

wish to thwart, as much as possible, the desires of his

son-in-law, Pitts. As the story closes, Mr. Fortune

awakens to the limitations of his view of progress, for

which he has paid so high a price, and he remains a bleak

and lonely figure.

The major factor in Mr. Fortune's advocacy of progress

is economic. A new dam has been built to provide elec-

tricity to the area, and his land borders on the lake which

has been formed. He has sold several twenty-acre plots,

including one which had been cleared by his son-in-law

for pasture. Mr. Fortune conceives of himself as a man of

vision, and a portion of his vision extends to the eventual

town that will grow up, which he thinks "should be called

Fortune, Georgia" (333). He looks forward to the day when

he will be surrounded by supermarkets, gas stations, motels,

and moving picture shows; he sees none of the inevitable

changes which will accompany all of these "improvements."

1 2Flannery O'Connor, "A View of the Woods," in The
Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,1971)77p, 337. All further references to this work are
from this edition and appear in the text.
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Not only has progress begun to enrich Mr, Fortune,

but it has also given him the means to show his family who

is head of the house. Mr. Fortune feels that "anyone over

sixty years of age is in an uneasy position unless he con-

trols the greater interest" (337), and although he allows

Pitts to farm his land, he will not accept any rent from

him, in order to keep the upper hand. In the ten years

that Pitts and his family have lived with Mr. Fortune,

they have done so in an atmosphere of uneasy tension,

which Mr. Fortune has done his utmost to foster. He con-

siders that his daughter has deserted him in marrying

Pitts, and he feels no gratitude in their caring for either

him or the farm. He ignores their desires and plans as

much as possible, and he never conceals his dislike for

them. Aside from Mr. Fortune's high-handed selling off of

land, the real point of unvoiced contention lies in his

virtual raising of Pitts's youngest child, Mary Fortune,

While Mr. Fortune despises the rest of the family, he

cares about Mary Fortune. There is a strong mental and

physical likeness between them, which Mr. Fortune thinks

adds "greatly to her attractiveness" (336). He openly

favors her over the rest of the family, and the two are

almost constant companions. He encourages her strong-willed

behavior, and will do almost anything to please her. He

has also made it plain that if "he left anything to anybody,
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it would be Mary Fortune he left it to" (336), Mr, Fortune

refuses to see that his blatant favoritism can affect

Mary Fortune adversely, as it does, because her parents

feel that she puts Mr. Fortune up to his schemes to annoy

them. Although he never admits it, Mr. Fortune looks

upon Mary Fortune as his alone--"The fact that Mary Fortune

was a Pitts too he ignored, in a gentlemanly fashion, as

if were an affliction the child was not responsible for"

(338), He extends this identification between them to

include a mutual respect for progress, evident when he

tells her, "'The people like you and me know you can't

stop the marcher time for a cow'" (338), the cow being a

reference to Pitts's adverse reaction to the selling off

of the one pasture he had succeeded in clearing of bitter-

weed. Pitts's only defense against Mr. Fortune's authority

has been to beat Mary Fortune; although it distresses Mr,

Fortune, he is powerless to prevent his son-in-law from

disciplining his granddaughter. Nor can Mr, Fortune

understand Mary Fortune's inability to resist her father;

he thinks of her submission to Pitts as a flaw in her

character.

However, Mary Fortune's reaction to Mr. Fortune's

plan to sell off the "lawn," the plot of land in front

of the house, quickly disabuses him of this notion. He

plans to sell the land to Tilman, who wants to build a
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gas station on it. The sale will be monetarily rewarding

and will seriously annoy Pitts at the same time. When

Mr. Fortune discovers that Mary Fortune does not want him

to sell the lawn because it will destroy the view from the

porch and because her father grazes his calves on it, he

is taken aback by her unexpected disapproval. He attempts

to discovery beauty in the view, but all he sees are pine

trees. He has to talk himself into selling the property,

eventually rationalizing that "it was his duty to sell the

lot, that he must insure the future" (349). His commitment

to exercising his authority is at stake, but he is surprised

when he cannot bring Mary Fortune to share his view of the

matter, because she did not object to his selling the

pasture, A serious rift between them develops, but Mr.

Fortune believes that "he could make it up to Mary Fortune

by buying her something" (348).

After Mr. Fortune closes the deal with Tilman, he is

appalled when Mary Fortune erupts into violent misbehavior

in Tilman's store. He mistakenly concludes that it is his

duty to beat her, that the reason she respected Pitts, but

not him, was "because, even with no just cause, he beat

her" (353). Mary Fortune has always denied that anyone

beat her, and has said that if anyone tried, she would

kill him, Mr. Fortune is unprepared when she tries to do

just that when he attempts to discipline her with his belt.
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A ludicrous scene, with the two of them grappling together,

results, and Mary Fortune triumphantly informs Mr. Fortune,

"'You been whipped, by me, . .. and I'm PURE Pitts'" (355),

This identification with Pitts is too much for Mr. Fortune

to bear, and in overreacting, he inadvertently kills Mary

Fortune. As her death penetrates Mr. Fortune's conscious-

ness, he runs to the side of the lake for help, "but the

place was deserted except for one huge yellow monster which

sat to the side, as stationary as he was, gorging itself

on clay" (356).

Thus Mr. Fortune's desire for progress, always at

others' expense, is shown to him in a revealing light.

When help is needed, the only thing around is a caterpillar,

symbol of all he has thought of as progress, But progress,

at least the kind Mr. Fortune believes in, is impotent;

he allows it to divide his family against him, and it is

implicated in Mary Fortune's death, In alienating Mary

Fortune, Mr. Fortune unwittingly isolates himself; in a

moment of fury, he kills the only person he loves, who also

represents that part of him capable of responding to the

world in other than economic ways, Mr. Fortune has blinded

himself to reality; when he eventually regains his sight,

it is at a high price. His earlier vision of the woods

at sunset looking as if "everything that led to the future

were held there in the midst of an uncomfortable mystery
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that he had not apprehended before" (348) he willingly

ignores in his attempt to get back at his son-in-law. In

disregarding the mystery of the created universe in favor

of profit, Mr. Fortune effectually reduces himself to the

level of property which can be bought and sold, and he has

sold himself into spiritual isolation at the story's close.

While Mrs. Flood played a prominent role in the final

chapter of Wise Blood, the only character who is essentially

materialistic in The Violent Bear It Away is Mr. Meeks, the

salesman who gives Tarwater a lift into town following his

uncle's death. Mr. Meeks is not a major character in the

novel; he is merely providing the means for Tarwater to

get to town. He does, however, attempt to give the boy what

he considers good advice on how to get ahead in life,

Meeks's proclaimed philosophy is that to get ahead, "you

had to work, "" and that love for one's neighbor was "the

only policy that worked 95% of the time" (51), Actually,

Mr. Meeks's real attitude is revealed when he tells Tarwater

that though he keeps track of his customers' personal lives,

he's glad when someone dies because "'that's one less to

remember"' (51). His true philosophy is summed up in

"3Flannery O'Connor, The Violent Bear It Awa (New
York: Farrar, Straus and Cudahy, 1960), p. 55. A 1 further
references to this work are from this edition and appear
in the text.
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another remark to Tarwater--"'that's the way it ought to

be in this world--nobody owing nobody nothing'" (51),

Although Mr. Meeks is friendly toward him, Tarwater

cannot bring himself to trust the glib-tongued salesman,

Nor does he heed any of the advice Mr. Meeks gives him so

freely. During the drive, Tarwater's attention continually

goes back to his uncle's story about Rayber's life; very

little of what Mr. Meeks says even gets through to Tar-

water. And Mr. Meeks is kind to him only because he has

decided that Tarwater is running away from home, that he

was "just ignorant enough to be a very hard worker, and he

wanted a very ignorant energetic boy to work for him" (54),

As Tarwater reminisces, he recalls that his uncle has told

him that he is the kind of boy the devil is always going

to be very interested in and helpful toward, and at that

precise moment Mr. Meeks asks Tarwater, "'What line you

going to get into?'" (58). The proximity of the question

to what Tarwater's uncle has told him makes it obvious

that Mr. Meeks is one of those characters in O'Connor's

fiction who is to be thought of as belonging to the devil's

side of the battle, if not actually the devil himself,

Materialism is here placed in the light of crass profi-

teering, and Mr. Meeks is a minor, insignificant character

in the novel, yet the philosophy he espouses, like Rayber's,

is a denial of all that is not physical.
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The final materialist to appear in O'Connor's fiction,

unlike Mr. Meeks, is not an overt advocate of the School

of Experience. Ruby Turpin, the protagonist of "Reve-

lation," is a "respectable, hard-working, church-going

woman" who is married to a pleasant, if innocuous, hus-

band.A4 Like Mrs. Cope, Mrs. Turpin is quite sure that

she has been singled out for blessing; like Mrs. Cope,

she cannot comprehend the inadequacies of her view of

herself until she is forced to reexamine her life in terms

other than the ones to which she is accustomed. In the

character of Ruby Turpin O'Connor exposes the flaws in-

herent in self-congratulatory secularism; yet at the same

time, a much clearer sense of the character's actually

comprehending what has taken place comes through as the

story closes.

According to Mrs, Turpin's point of view, she and

Claud, her husband, have much to be thankful for. They

own a prosperous small farm, where they raise cattle,

hogs, and cotton, although finding anyone willing to pick

cotton by hand is difficult to do. The Turpins' marriage

also appears to be relatively free from the strife found

in other of the materialist's families. Together they look

1 4 Flannery O'Connor, "Revelation," in The Coi lete
Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1971 , p.
50, All further references to this work are from this
edition and appear in the text.
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after their farm and lead a pleasant life, as Mrs, Turpin

tells one of the women in the doctor's waiting room, "'We

got a little of everything'" (494). Most important of all

for Mrs. Turpin, however, is that Jesus "had made her her-

self and given her a little of everything" (497).

Mrs, Turpin spends much of her unoccupied time thinking

of the ways Jesus could have made her, but had not, and

being grateful for that. She is most grateful that she

is neither black, nor white trash. However, her imagination

can play on other choices that could have been offered to

her, the most ludicrous being "If Jesus had said, 'You can

be high society and have all the money you want and be thin

and svelte-like, but you can't be a good woman with it"'

(497). Had this come about, Mrs. Turpin believes she would

have had to turn Jesus down, preferring to be a good woman

like herself than anyone else. What Mrs. Turpin does not

see is that Jesus would never tell anything like that to

anyone in the first place, and that her goodness is not

the certainty she believes it is, She believes she is a

good woman because she works hard, goes to church, and

gives to charity.

When not occupied with being thankful that she is the

way she is, Mrs. Turpin likes to try to order the members

of society in a hierarchy. At the bottom she places most

black people, although "not the kind she would have been if
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she had been one" (491). A little to one side she places

white trash. Next come the renters, home-owners, then

home-and-land owners, on up to the top. After she reaches

a certain point, she has to give up, because "the complexity

of it would begin to bear in on her" (491), since the

problems of worth but no money, or commonness with money

are hard to fit into an orderly hierarchy. Mrs. Turpin

does not apprehend the bigotry and narrowness in her at-

tempts to order society; she merely becomes overwhelmed by

the complexity of trying to do so.

Throughout her conversation in the doctor's waiting

room, Mrs. Turpin reveals more and more of her bigotry

and pride to the other people also waiting. She finally

becomes too much for one of them, a college student, who

hurls her book at Mrs. Turpin's head and tells her to

"'Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart hog"'

(500). After the Turpins leave the doctor's office, the

epithet continues to rankle in Mrs. Turpin's mind. At

first tearful, she gradually becomes angry that she had

been singled out for the message, when others in the office

obviously deserved it more than she did. She finds no

relief in recounting her tale to the black farm hands,

and she finally goes down to the pig parlor, with "the

look of a woman going single-handed, weaponless, into

battle" (505). After she is certain she is alone there,
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she asks, "'How am I a hog and me both? How am I saved

and from hell too?'" (506). Because she cannot find an

answer to her question, Mrs. Turpin eventually asks of

Jesus, "'Who do you think you are?'" (507).

In answer to her questions, Mrs. Turpin sees a vision

of "a vast horde of souls" (508) going upward to heaven.

Among them are both blacks and white trash, and bringing

up the rear are the people like her. These orderly, re-

spectable people look as if "even their virtues were being

burned away" (508). Forced to examine herself in a new

light, Mrs. Turpin can no longer look on common sense and

respectable behavior as true virtues. She can no longer

see herself as a privileged being, a good woman, In light

of her vision, she comes to see that there is no worth

intrinsic in herself to make her good. And that opens

up for her the consideration of what exactly is the nature

of goodness and salvation. Once her satisfied complacency

is destroyed, Mrs. Turpin must reevaluate her relationship

to others, and more important, her relationship to Jesus

as well. At the end of the story, there is the strong

possibility that Mrs. Turpin has the potential to change,

and when compared to the other materialists, hers is the

most positive conclusion to be found in O'Connor's fiction.

In her examination of the secular, materialistic

protagonists, O'Connor sharpens her focus as she moves from
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the rather nebulous character of Ruby Hill and the other

early protagonists to the much more definite characteriza"

tions of the basic flaws found in the later materialists.

The harsh light in which she reveals these characters

presupposes a harsh judgment of them on the author's part,

At the same time, even though they are unlovely creations

both physically and spiritually, O'Connor never portrays

them as condemned out of hand; the opportunity for salva-

tion is never discounted in her fiction. However, the

choice can never be imposed from without, which is why

so many of her conclusions are ambivalent, yet violent.

In a secular world, only violence can get the attention

of the complacent and self-satisfied.



CHAPTER III

THE RATIONALIST AS SECULAR PROTAGONIST

As Flannery O'Connor's interest in the materialists

diminished, she turned to another kind of character, the

rationalist, as a representative of the secular in her

fiction, The rationalist appears often in her later fic-

tion, but hardly at all in the early stories. For example,

whereas there are six major rationalists in the fiction

written from 1958 on, there is only one rationalistic

protagonist in the middle fiction, Hulga Hopewell, and none

at all in the early stories. A major reason for the devel-

opment of this later character type is, as Walter Sullivan

points out, a result of the rapid changes occurring in the

South during the period 1949 to 1964 when O'Connor was

writing her fiction.'

The rationalist values the intellect above all else

in man, to the exclusion of every other aspect of his life.

He tends to have a distorted conception of himself, and

reality as well, because of his emotional and intellectual

isolation from other characters. He tends to feel, as does

Julian Chestny, that "with few exceptions, there was no one

'A Requiem for the Renascence (Athens: Univ. of

Georgia Press, 1976),~~p. 61.

74
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worth knowing within a radius of three hundred miles," 2

Because the rationalist measures the "worth" of others,

even parents, by their intellectuality, this highly-

educated protagonist has no one with whom he can maintain

a friendship, much less share any kind of love.

The rationalist's isolation tends to reinforce both

his pride and his intellectual distortions of others

around him. He usually has little experience with emo-

tional reality since his over-emphasis of the intellect

belittles any emotion, except his own feelings of superior

arrogance. The life of the mind made an end in itself is

as withering to the spirit as is the crassest materialism.

In his isolation, the rationalist can be quite dangerous

to others, as the careers of Rayber, Thomas, and Sheppard

reveal. All three of these rationalists are convinced of

their own superiority, yet they are responsible for the

death of a close relative as the result of their pride,

Perhaps the most prominent single feature about the

rationalist, besides his isolation, is his belief that the

intellect alone can save man. This belief in the secular

man's ability is strong in all of O'Connor's rationalists;

they look at religion as at best a myth, at worst a super-

stition, Since man is his own salvation, religion is

2Flannery O'Connor, "Everything That Rises Must
Converge," in The Coiplete Stories (New York: Farrar,
Straus and Giroux, 1971), p. 412.
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obsolete as far as the rationalist is concerned, Unlike

the materialist, the rationalist openly denies any belief

in God and the spiritual universe. The rationalist does

not see any limitations in his strictly intellectual life;

secure in his trust in himself, he often believes he can

save others as well. It is ironic that one of O'Connor's

harsher critics states chidingly, "against an optimistic

view of life in which man is perfectible by reason and

technology, she sets a blacker image of life as unredeemable

pain"; 3 Hendin's "optimism" is exactly what O'Connor is

attacking through the rationalist,

As Luis D. Rubin has noted, O'Connor emphasizes

"not so much physical as mental and spiritual deformity,"4

In her eyes, the rationalist is both spiritually and

mentally deformed. He must be brought to realize the

absurdity of his belief that man can save himself. In

order to bring the rationalist to a realization of what he

really is, O'Connor employs the same basic pattern of

confrontation with violence that she does with the mater-

ialist. It is only through violent destruction of his

false order that the rationalist's eyes can be burned clean;

3Josephine Hendin, The World of Flanner O'Connor
(Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press, 1970) , p.

4"Flannery O'Connor and the Bible Belt," in The
Added Dimension, ed. Melvin J. Friedman and Lewis A.
Lawson (New York: Fordham Univ. Press, 1966), pp. 52-53.
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only when he can see his real self can he be brought to

acknowledge that man is not his own salvation.

Oddly enough, the only early rationalist in O'Connor's

fiction is also the only woman in the group. Hulga (Joy)

Hopewell is the protagonist of "Good Country People,"

a story written and then collected in A Good Man Is Hard

To Find in 1955. Like all the rationalists, Hulga is well-

educated; in fact, she has a Ph.D. in philosophy. Again

like all the rationalists, Hulga is estranged from her world

through intellectual pride. She judges people by their

ideas, and is thus able to remain superior ro them as she

rejects them for their lack of intellectuality. Hulga

does not perceive, for all her academic brilliance, that

her conception of the world is quite distorted; all of her

defenses against the "real" world must be broken through

before she understands the inadequacies of the purely

intellectual life.

A major defense which Hulga wields against her cir-

cumscribed life is her physical weakness. She has a weak

heart and an artificial leg, both of which she uses to keep

people, particularly her mother, at a distance. Her weak

heart prevents Hulga from teaching at a university as she

would like to do, while her artificial leg prevents her

voluntarily from having any contact with anything outside

the world of ideas. Hulga deliberately emphasizes her
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unattractiveness to annoy her mother and to insure that she

will be able to spend her time as she wishes. Her only

activities are sitting "on her neck, reading" and walking,5

The subterranean tension between Mrs, Hopewell and

her daughter is the result of her attempts to bring Hulga

out of her shell with innocuous platitudes--"people who

looked on the bright side of things would be beautiful

even if they were not" (274)--and Hulga's contempt for

her mother's mediocrity. While Mrs. Hopewell tries to

conciliate her daughter, Hulga deliberately antagonizes

her mother. She has gone so far as to change her name

legally from Joy to Hulga in order to hurt her mother;

"She saw it as the name of her highest creative act. One

of her major triumphs was that her mother had not been able

to turn her dust into Joy, but the greater one was that she

had been able to turn it herself into Hulga" (275). In

changing her name, Hulga denies all ties, physical and

spiritual, with her mother, but more importantly, she

believes that she has, through the symbolic act of renaming

herself, created a new person altogether. Hulga's worship

of her own intellect leads her to isolate herself from

other inferior people like her mother; her emphasis on

the mind allows her emotions to wither away.

5Flannery O'Connor, "Good Country People," in The
Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux
1971),57-,276. All further references to this work are
from this edition and appear in the text.
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The only things Hulga is sensitive about are her

artificial leg and her name. She cares for her leg in

private "as someone else would his soul" (288), When

Mrs, Freeman, wife of the hired man, uses her name, "the

big spectacled Joy-Hulga would scowl and redden as if her

privacy had been intruded upon" (275), This intense desire

for privacy further isolates Hulga from other people, and

she withdraws into a world of her own making,which has

little relationship to reality. Therefore, when Manley

Pointer, the Bible salesman, asks her to go on a picnic

with him, she consents as a joke. But the more she thinks

about it, the less real and more "profound" become her

imaginings about the outing (283),

Hulga lies in bed "imagining dialogues for them that

were insane on the surface but that reached below to depths

that no Bible salesman would be aware of" (283). She begins

to see their original conversation, the epitome of the

banal, in the same absurdist light. Hulga also imagines

that she will easily seduce the salesman, and through his

remorse for that act, turn "it into a deeper understanding

of life, She took all his shame away and turned it into

something useful" (284). Not only do her imaginings reveal

her incredible pride, but they also reveal her incredible

nalvet6 about sex and men. Hulga "knows" the world of

ideas, but little of life's actualities.
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When Pointer is late for their engagement, Hulga

angrily supposes "that he had only meant to make her walk

to the gate after the idea of him" (285). Her inability

to think of Pointer as a real person, only as an "idea,"

allows her to remain cool and aloof from him, even when

he kisses her; "her mind, clear and detached and ironic

anyway, was regarding him from a great distance, with

amusement but with pity" (285). She tries to dazzle

Pointer with her brand of atheistic existentialism, and

for his own purposes, Pointer pretends admiration. After

they reach the hay barn, the seduction continues, while

Hulga remains detached and superior. It is only when

Pointer wishes to see where her artificial leg joins on

that Hulga reacts emotionally; she refuses to show him

until he inadvertently tells her that she is not like

"'anybody else'" (288). Then she acquiesces, feeling
as if she were "losing her own life and finding it again,

miraculously, in his" (289). Hulga is so lost to what

is actually occurring that she imagines she will run away

with Pointer.

After Pointer removes her leg, Hulga feels completely

dependent on Pointer, and for the first time "her brain

seemed to have stopped thinking altogether" (289). With-

out her glasses (Pointer had removed them earlier) and

her artificial leg, Hulga is lost in the ambiguities of
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the sensual world; when Pointer's intention to seduce her

with whiskey and obscene playing cards finally penetrates

Hulga's world of fantasy, she turns on him, ludicrously

calling him a Christian as if it were a dirty name. Pointer

is first confused and then disdainful, saying, "'I may sell

Bibles but I know which end is up and I wasn't born yes-

terday" (290). As he makes off with her artificial leg,

Pointer's parting shot to Hulga is most ironic; "'you

ain't so smart. I been believing in nothing ever since

I was born!'" (291).

Hulga' s "churning face" (291) after Pointer disap-

pears is a contrast to her earlier habitual "look of

someone who has achieved blindness by an act of will and

means to keep it" (273). She is actually feeling instead

of thinking, and O'Connor' s implication is that now perhaps

Hulga will be neither so proud of, nor so reliant upon,

her intellect. While the reality of Pointer's crude

attempt to seduce her is shocking to Hulga, it is at

least a genuine and not an imaginary experience. Perhaps

Hulga will no longer hide behind her academic pride now

that she had seen what actual "nothingness" really is,

but whatever its results, she has been violently forced

into the world of evil and can no longer deny that a

spiritual order exists.
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Whereas Hulga's encounter with the spiritual universe

is through evil, O'Connor's next rationalistic protagonist

involuntarily encounters the Holy Ghost. First published

in 1958, "The Enduring Chill" contains O'Connor' s only

overtly religious resolution for a rationalistic charac-

ter. Asbury Fox, the protagonist, is forced to return

from the artistic Mecca of New York to die, or so he

believes. His illness has forced him to face the fact

that while he may be intelligent and educated, he has no

real creative talent. As Asbury sententiously prepares

to die, circumstances in the end force him to acknowledge

the emptiness of his illusions about himself.

As do most of the rationalists who must live at home,

Asbury superciliously endures his mother because he must.

He is pleased that his appearance shocks her; he believes

that his illness and subsequent death will "assist her

in the process of growing up" by introducing her to

"reality." 6  To insure that his mother will understand

the import of his death, Asbury has written her a letter

similar to the one that Kafka wrote his father. In it

he tells her plainly that she destroyed his creative

talent--"'I have no talent. I can't create. I have

6Flannery O'Connor, "The Enduring Chill," in The
Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1971), p. 357. All further references to this work are
from this edition and appear in the text.



83

nothing but the desire for these things, Why didn't you

kill that too?'" (364). Asbury's pride will not allow

him to contemplate his illusions about himself any more

thoroughly than this partial honesty; the blame, he thinks,

is clearly his mother's. He presumptuously decides that

eventually his letter will lead his mother "to see herself

as she was" (365).

Although he must admit his lack of talent, Asbury's

conceit construes his approaching death as a "unique

tragedy" (36), for although "he had failed his god, Art,

. . . he had been a faithful servant and Art was sending

him Death" (373). To live up to this grotesque travesty

of the natural process of life, Asbury desperately searches

for "some last meaningful experience" (378). His first

attempt to do so also enables him to annoy his mother at

the same time, for he badgers her into sending for a Jesuit

priest, Asbury pictures a worldly cynic, with whom he can

discuss things intellectually. The reality he gets is

Father Finn, blind in one eye and deaf in one ear, who

does not even know who James Joyce is, and does not want

to learn. Instead, he puts Asbury through the catechism.

Disappointed at his lack of success with the priest,

still searching for that last dramatic moment made "for

himself out of his own intelligence" (378), Asbury again

hits on something that will please himself while irritating
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his mother, Remembering one of his pseudo-experiences

from the previous summer at the farm, he makes his mother

bring the two Negro hands to his bedside to tell them good-

bye. His almost religious expectations of the experience

are deflated by the banality of the encounter, and he

concludes that "there would be no significant experience

before he died" (380). As Asbury is resignedly awaiting

his death, the doctor who has been attempting to discover

the cause of Asbury's illness arrives, informing him

that he has undulant fever, which, his mother triumphantly

tells him, will "'keep coming back but it won't kill you!'"

(381). Ironically, Asbury alone discovers that he has

given himself the disease when he drank unpasteurized

mlik that summer in an attempt to get the Negro hands to

break his mother's rules for running the dairy.

When all of his pretensions about himself have been

destroyed and he sees himself as he really is, the "'lazy

ignorant conceited youth"' that Father Finn had called

him (377), Asbury is ravished by the Holy Ghost, just

as Father Finn had said he would be:

Asbury blanched and the last film of illusion was
torn as if by a whirlwind from his eyes, He saw
that for the rest of his days, frail, racked, but
enduring, he would live in the face of a purifying
terror. A feeble cry, a last impossible protest,
escaped him. But the Holy Ghost, emblazoned in ice
instead of fire, continued, implacable, to descend,

(382)
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Just as the Laodiceans were neither hot nor cold, so too

had Asbury equivocated in his work of intellectual illu-

sion, neither denying nor affirming the spiritual universe,

Stripped of his pretenses, Asbury is finally compelled to

submit to the terrible sovereignty of the Holy Ghost.

O'Connor's next rationalistic character, Rayber,

though not the protagonist, appears in her second novel,

The Violent Bear It Away (1960); his experience reverts

to the pattern established by Hulga's in that by the novel's

end he sees the effects of rationalism on the whole man,

but does not undergo any apparent change. Rayber's educa-

tion and intellectual abilities should equip him to act,

but throughout the novel he is paralyzed by his indecisive-

ness. In fact, Rayber is perhaps the most passive of all

O'Connor's rationalists, because he knows what Tarwater is

going to do to his idiot son, Bishop, yet makes no attempt

to stop his nephew.

As a rationalist, Rayber believes that man can under-

stand, and therefore conquer, himself through the intellect,

He tells his uncle, Mason Tarwater, "'I've straightened the

tangle you made. Straightened it by pure will power. I've

made myself straight.'"'7 He not only believes that he has

'Flannery O'Connor, The Violent Bear It Away (New
York: Farrar, Straus and CudTahy, 1960), p. 73. Al1 further
references to this work are from this edition and appear
in the text.
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saved himself through his knowledge of psychology and an

effort of will but he also believes that he can save other

people as well. He tries to show his nephew Tarwater how

to recognize and "accept" his compulsions, which is how

Rayber characterizes Tarwater' s mission to baptize Bishop,

When Rayber follows Tarwater to hear the child evangelist,

he fantasizes about what he would like to do for her, and

other children "'cursed with believing'" (171): "Rayber

saw himself fleeing with the child to some enclosed garden

where he would teach her the truth, where he would gather

all the exploited children of the world and let the sun-

shine flood their minds" (133). Because Rayber believes

that Christianity is only a superstition, he would like

to free the children from their belief.

However, Rayber lives his ascetic life of the mind

in order to escape from all emotion, which his reason

despises. His son, Bishop, can cause Rayber to experience

a love so intense that it shocks and terrifies him--"[[it

was] powerful enough to throw him to the ground in an act

of idiot praise. It was completely irrational and abnor-

mal" (113). What terrifies Rayber so is that his love

is "not the kind that could be used for the child's improve-

ment or his own" (113). Since it serves no utilitarian

purpose, in other words, Rayber both fears and despises

love; he fights love so it will not "cause him to make
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a fool of himself" (114). To maintain his equanimity and

dignity, Rayber lives a life of "rigid ascetic discipline"

(114).

Rayber had not discovered his tremendous capacity

for love until he had tried to drown his son; it was then

that Rayber also learned that Bishop controls and prevents

his love from overflowing to encompass the whole world.

Bishop is a freak of nature to Rayber, a being better

off dead than alive. Yet when he had tried to kill his

son, Rayber was so terrified of the thought of life with-

out him that he had been unable to go through with the

drowning. When Tarwater appears after his uncle's death,

Rayber begins to fantasize that he will do for Tarwater

what he cannot do for Bishop--help him "'develop into a

useful man"' (92). After Tarwater has been with him three

days, Raber can believe this ambition only in illusion

because the real Tarwater is not about to become what

Rayber would consider to be a "useful man"; "He eliminated

the oppressive presence [Tarwateri from his thoughts and

retained only those aspects of it that could be abstracted,

clean, into the future person he envisioned" (181). Rayber

can deal with people, even those closest to him, only by

objectifying them and apprehending them in a rational way.

His rationalism is the kind that kills, spiritually and

emotionally.
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When Rayber attempts to communicate his views to

Tarwater, in order to convince the boy that his mission

is only a fixation, he is apparently unaware of the incon-

gruity between what he asserts and what he actually feels,

He tells Tarwater, "'The great dignity of man is his

ability to say: I am born once and no more. . . . It's

enough to be a man'" (172). When Rayber thinks of his

life of intellectual and emotional asceticism, however, he

realizes "that this was Ineither] a whole life nor a full

life, he only knew that it was the way his life had to be

lived if it were going to have any dignity at all" (114),

Rayber is willing to settle for a less than fulfilling life

in order to maintain his belief that "it's enough to be a

man. He is less than honest with his nephew though, in

asserting that being a man is enough, since Rayber himself

knows that his own life as just a man is so incomplete.

Tarwater's presence wears away at Rayber's various

defenses against emotion. He continually reminds Rayber

of his own experience at the old man's hands, and his own

long battle to combat the belief instilled in him when

the old man had kidnapped and baptized him. While he

believes that he sympathizes with Tarwater and his struggle

to deny the mission the old man had entrusted to him, Rayber

actually grows more and more hostile toward the boy. He

comes to enjoy probing the boy's struggle against his
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impulse to baptize Bishop, and eventually realizes that

he actually hates his nephew. His continual effort at self-

control exhausts Rayber, and he becomes jealous of Tar-

water's power over his son, Knowing what Tarwater's

mission is, Rayber still lets the boy take Bishop out on

the lake in a boat, simply to get "half an hour to himself,

without sight of either of them" (198). Rayber senses that

something drastic is going to happen, but is too inert to

make the effort to prevent it, whatever it may be.

When he hears Bishop cry out, what is happening is

"as plain to him as if he had been in the water with the

boy and the two of them together had taken the child and

held him under until he ceased to struggle" (203). Rayber

has become such an empty shell of a man, so intellectualized,

that he does not even have the capacity to feel pain at

his son's death: "It was not until he realized there

would be no pain that he collapsed" (203). His earlier

idea that "indifference was the most that human dignity

could achieve . . . to feel nothing was peace" (200) de-

scribes exactly Rayber's state as his role in the action

is finished.

Equally as ineffective as Rayber is the protagonist

of "The Comforts of Home," first published in the fall

of 1960, Thomas, historian and president of the local

Historical Society, lives with his mother in insular comfort
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until his life is disrupted by her charity to the juvenile

delinquent, Sarah Ham. When Thomas cannot force his

mother to get rid of the girl, he decides to take matters

into his own hands with disastrous effects. In attempting

to preserve his own peace and comfort, Thomas unintention-

ally shatters the order of his life forever.

As an empiricist, Thomas is quite similar to his

fellow rationalists in the O'Connor canon. He regards

virtue as "the principle of order and the only thing

that makes life bearable."' His own life is one of ordered

comfort; he works at home, writing the history of the

settlement of the county. Even the relationship between

Thomas and his mother is a placid one, unmarred by the

ugly tension usual in the rationalist's existence. He

realizes that "his own life was made bearable by the fruits

of his mother's saner virtues--by the well-regulated

house she kept and the excellent meals she served" (386),

Thomas feels that his mother's "daredevil charity" (383)

is an instance of excessive virtue, however, and "had

she been in any degree intellectual, he could have proved

to her from early Christian history that no excess of

virtue is justified" (385). However, his mother is not

'Flannery O'Connor, "The Comforts of Home," in The
Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1971),p, 386. All further references to this work are
from this edition and appear in the text.
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an intellectual, so Thomas does not even attempt that feat

of sophistry.

His mother had first become interested in Sarah Ham

when an article appeared about the girl in the local paper,

She had visited the girl in jail, and after hearing a

highly-colored melodramatic tissue of lies, becomes so

sympathetic towards Sarah that she arranges for the girl

to be released into her custody. While Thomas is sorry

about the pain Sarah's plight causes his mother, he feels

that in this case, although his mother's intentions are

good, it made "a mockery of virtue, to pursue it with such

a mindless intensity that everyone involved was made a

fool of and virtue itself became ridiculous" (384). His

early amusement at his mother's interest in Sarah is thus

quickly transformed into irritation because his mother's

charity threatens his own comfort.

What first annoys Thomas about his mother's concern

for Sarah is that his mother continually thinks of Sarah's

condition in terms of Thomas himself, as she readily in-

forms him; "'I keep thinking it might be you . . . if it

were you, how do you think I'd feel if nobody took you

in?'" (385). Thomas finds this linking of himself with

the girl grows instead of diminishes; the more outrageous

Sarah's behavior becomes, the more his mother's compassion

overflows onto Thomas as well, "as if her hazy charity
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no longer made distinctions" (388). He finds "there were

times when he could not endure her love for him" (385),

but what he does not perceive is that he cannot endure

it because her love makes no distinction between himself,

her son, and Sarah Ham, whom he thinks of as a slut, a

morall moron" (385).

Normally Thomas' "plan for all practical action was

to wait and see what developed" (388), but this time

developments rapidly get out of hand. Sarah is quickly

installed in the spare bedroom because her behavior

scandalizes her landlady. Once in the house, Sarah

delights in annoying Thomas because he makes no effort

to conceal his dislike for her. Thomas begins to keep

to his room or the den to avoid the girl; at the same

time, he is outraged at having to do so because "his

home was to him home, workshop, church, as personal as

the shell of a turtle and as necessary" (395). The girl's

presence is thus violating the sanctity of Thomas' com-

fort, and he constantly voices his displeasure at the

situation, although he insists that he wishes the girl

gone so his mother will not make a fool of herself. His

mother persists in protecting Sarah in the face of Thomas'

efforts to force her to turn the girl back over to the

authorities; even when Thomas delivers an ultimatum-,
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"'You can choose--her or me'" (383)--his mother knows

Thomas will not leave home.

It is after a particularly unpleasant encounter with

Sarah that the voice of his dead father begins to advise

Thomas as to how to get rid of her. The voice also

points out Thomas' inability to take any decisive action,
gradually wearing away his resistance to ideas which had
"suggestions whose moral tone indicated that they had come

from a mind akin to his father's" (398). The more accus-

tomed Thomas becomes to the voice, the less immune he is

to the easy dishonesty of his father's ways. His mother's

failure to act as he wishes her to after he has delivered

his ultimatum eventually galvanizes the indecisive Thomas

to action. Discovering that his father's revolver is

missing from his desk, Thomas, at the voice's urging,

goes to the sheriff and concocts a plan whereby Sarah

will be arrested for having stolen his revolver, After

he makes the arrangements with the sheriff to come out

to the house, Thomas is momentarily shaken by doubts

about his action. He rationalizes his feeling of dis-

loyalty toward his mother by deciding "what he was doing
was for her own good, to rid her of a parasite that
would ruin their peace" (401). Thomas refuses to admit

that it is his own loathing for the girl, and not his
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mother's welfare, which motivates him to employ such under-

handed tactics to be rid of Sarah.

Back at home, Thomas finds out that the revolver has

been returned to the desk drawer. Undeterred, he is placing

the gun in Sarah's purse when she comes down the stairs

and catches him. Thomas' mother defends him, but the

voice goads him on, and he lies to his mother, telling

her that "'the dirty criminal slut stole my gun!"' (403).

As Sarah attempts to regain her purse, Thomas snatches the

gun out of it. The girl lunges at Thomas, and in the con-

fusion, while his mother is trying to protect Sarah,

obeying the command of the voice to fire, Thomas does so,

hitting his mother instead of Sarah. Instead of a shot

that "would shatter the laughter of sluts until all shrieks

were stilled and nothing was left to disturb the peace of

perfect order" (404), Thomas has blasted his ordered life,
embodied in his mother, out of existence. In stooping to

underhanded tactics to free himself from a "moral moron,"

Thomas becomes one himself. The repercussions of his shot

will be far worse than Sarah's petty criminality; in trying

to restore order through evil Thomas foregoes his belief

that the devil is "only a manner of speaking" (385), for

in obeying the commands of the voice lies an implicit, if

unconscious, acceptance of the devil's existence.
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Just as Thomas is unable to meet the exigency of evil

through the intellect alone, so too is Julian Chestny,

protagonist of "Everything That Rises Must Converge,"

unable to sustain his own belief in his superiority to his

mother. In order to prove his moral superiority, Julian

wishes to reverse their roles and teach his mother a les-

son. A ruthless unconcern for his mother's feelings leads

Julian to make the lesson a punitive one; he seethes with

unacknowledged hostility toward her. The lesson proves

to be fatal for Mrs. Chestny, while Julian is left con,

templating the wreck which results from his illusions about

his moral rectitude. His pretensions about himself are

truly appalling in their destructiveness.

One source of Julian's hostility toward his mother

lies in his resentment of her participation in his success;

she takes credit for bringing him up successfully, and

sending him to college. Julian, however, cannot "forgive

her that she had enjoyed the struggle" against hard times;

she also believes in Julian as a sign of her success.9

The victory, Julian thinks, is all his own. His education

is first-rate only because of his own initiative, since

he had gone to a third-rate school; his largeness of mind

'Flannery O'Connor, "Everything That Rises MustConverge," in The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar,Straus and Gir3UxI, 1971), p. T11. All further referencesto this work are from this edition and appear in the text,
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is also due to his own efforts, since his mother has a

small one. His freedom from prejudice and his ability to

face facts are also due to his own integrity, but "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 her with complete objectivity"

(412). This "objectivity" allows Julian to recognize

that his mother lives in a fantasy world, whose "law it

was to sacrifice herself for him after she had first

created the necessity to do so by making a mess of things"

(411). His mother's sacrifices are resented by Julian,
as is her security in asserting that she knows who she is
because she is a Chestny. Julian is overtly derogatory

about his aristocratic ancestry, but secretly longs for

the days of affluence and leisured elegance of the past,

He hates to think of all his mother does for him, and can

barely bring himself to reciprocate by escorting her to

an exercise class every Wednesday night.

When the burden of the realities of his situation

become too much for Julian, he withdraws into "a kind of
mental bubble in which . . . he could see out and judge
but in it he was safe from any kind of penetration from
without" (411). From the security afforded him by the
bubble, Julian is free to observe all his mother's failings

with complete charity. His bubble is furnished like the
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antebellum mansion which had once belonged to the Chestnys;

its "threadbare elegance" soothes and calms him (409),

In actuality, Julian's contact with reality is tenuous at

best; he believes "he could have stood his lot better if

she had been selfish, if she had been an old hag who drank
and screamed at him" (407). Then of course, he would have
cause for his hostility, and it would not make him feel

guilty.

Because Julian cannot admit that his perception of
his mother is distorted, because her cheerfulness and
pleasure in small things depress him, he feels "an evil
urge to break her spirit" this particular Wednesday night
(409). He first tries removing his tie, but his mother

makes him put it back on. His next stratagem involves

changing seats on the bus to sit next to a black man and
further annoy his mother, while feeling that he is making
reparation for his mother's sin of prejudice. The Negro
ignores Julian's gesture, making it difficult for him to
carry the point for his mother any further, His desire
to teach his mother a lesson thwarted in reality, Julian
begins to visualize scenes in which he could teach her
a lesson by becoming friends with a black person. His
feelings toward his mother reveal his hostility--"at that
moment he could with pleasure have slapped her as he would
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(414),

Believing himself to be free of prejudice, Julian has

tried to make friends with blacks before, but without

success, due to his inability to see them as people.

He sees a black friend as a justifiable way to get back

at his mother, but can see only types and not individuals,

Through the walls of his fantasy world, Julian observes

"the dwarf-like proportions of her moral nature" (414-15),

but: not his own smallness. Jolted out of his world of

imaginary indignation by the stopping of the bus, Julian

watches a Negro mother and son get on; the little boy goes

to sit by his mother, while the woman sits by him. When

he realizes that his mother's new hat is exactly like

the Negro woman's, Julian's delight knows no bounds; he

even laughs out loud to insure that his mother will see

that he has noticed the hats. He feels that at last

justice is being done, that his mother is being punished

for her pettiness. He is dismayed when his mother perceives

the humor of the situation, since she will not take it as

a lesson. When their stop arrives, Julian has a premonition

that his mother will try to give the little boy a nickel,

and he tells her not to do it, but makes no effort to stop

her, As the black woman begins to swing her purse, Julian
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closes his eyes and when he opens them again, his mother

has been knocked to the ground.

Throughout the bus ride, his mother's heightened color

has told Julian that her blood pressure has been rising,

but instead of help, he offers her his explanation of

the meaning of what had just occurred; that her way of

life is obsolete and "'not worth a damn. You aren't who

you think you are'" (419). His mother ignores him, but

Julian continues to press his point home, so busy explaining

things to her that he fails to take in the seriousness of

her condition. When he does look at her, it becomes

obvious that she has had a stroke and is quite ill. How-

ever, she no longer recognizes her son; she has gone back

into the world of her childhood. As Julian attempts to

go for help, "his feet moved numbly as if they carried

him nowhere. The tide of darkness seemed to sweep him back

to her, posponing from moment to moment his entry into the

world of guilt and sorrow" (420). Julian's alienation

from reality is thus complete; he cannot even enter the

world of suffering because he is doomed to a fantasy of

nothingness.

Although he is an intellectual sophist, Calhoun, the

protagonist of "The Partridge Festival," is treated in

much the same manner that Asbury in "The Enduring Chill"

is treated. O'Connor's final judgment of Calhoun as a
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rationalist is much less harsh than the one she pronounces

on Julian. Calhoun comes to the Partridge Azalea Festival

not to admire the flowers but out of sympathy for Singleton,

a man who refused to buy an Azalea Festival Badge, was

given a mock trial for that refusal, and who then retal-

iated by gunning down six of the town's citizens. Single-

ton assumes the mythic qualities of the Outsider for

Calhoun, but only until he is confronted with the reality

of Singleton's vulgarity and madness. Once Calhoun sees

the real Singleton, the mythic figment of his intellect

vanishes.

Calhoun has come to Partridge "to write something

that would vindicate the madman and he expected the writing

of it to mitigate his own guilt, for his doubleness, his

shadow, was cast before him more darkly than usual in the

light of Singleton's purity."'0 Singleton's purity exists

in his willingness to suffer in order to be himself, at

least to Calhoun's way of thinking. His own doubleness

Calhoun sees as his horrifying enjoyment and abilities

as a salesman; when confronted with a customer, Calhoun

finds himself "in the grip of a drive as strong as the drive

of some men for liquor or a woman" (425). Calhoun loathes

"Flannery O'Connor, "The Partridge Festival," inThe Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux1971), p. 424. All further references to this work arefrom this edition and appear in the text.
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his commercial abilities, even though by working the three

summer months he can support his real self, "the rebel-

artist-mystic" (424), for the other nine,

After Calhoun escapes from the two aunts with whom

he is staying, he proceeds downtown to interview people

about Singleton. He wants to begin "in Socratic fashion,

a street discussion about where the real guilt for the six

deaths lay" (426), but sees no one who looks up to it.

He interviews various people about Singleton, including

his brother-in-law, but none of them shares Calhoun's

vision of the madman as scapegoat for the town's guilt.

The more unsympathetic the townspeople, the more Calhoun

identifies with Singleton, whom he thinks of as a friend;

he even begins to search for his own "hidden likeness to

the man" (430). The real Singleton, surly and tightfisted,

emerges from the townspeople's testimony, but Calhoun

simply dismisses all that they have to say about the man.

Now convinced that he must write a novel about Single-

ton instead of an article, Calhoun goes back to his aunts'

house for supper. There he meets Mary Elizabeth, who is

to take him to the Miss Azalea Festival Pageant after

supper. Both Mary Elizabeth and Calhoun mentally class

each other with the crass townspeople, and each tries to

prove the other inferior intellectually. Each discovers

that the other intends to write a vindication of Singleton,
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which only intensifies their mutual dislike, since their

common intent diminishes the originality of each's original

conception of Singleton. In trying to top Mary Elizabeth's

pronouncements about the man. Calhoun commits himself to

going to Quincy, the insane asylum where he is being held,

to see the mythic figure, He dares Mary Elizabeth to go

along; they arrange to go out to see him the following

morning, Calhoun dreads the experience, but decides that

"the sight of Singleton in his misery might cause him suf-

fering sufficient to raise him once and for all from his

commercial instincts . . . it was impossible for him to

believe that every man was not created equally an artist

if he could but suffer and achieve it" (437). Thus Single-

ton becomes the emblem of salvation for Calhoun.

The rivalry between the two continues the next

morning as they set out for Quincy. However, after they

acquire two passes to see Singleton as his kin folks, the

two "recognize that in their common kinship with him, a

kinship with each other was unavoidable" (441), and their

one-upmanship ceases. They wait for Singleton to be brought

out to them "as if they were waiting for some momentous

event in their lives" (442). What they actually are con-

fronted with is a randy old man who makes lurid advances

to Mary Elizabeth. Both of them literally run from the

reality of Singleton, and after they have put five miles
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between themselves and Quincy, they again look at each

other, see "the likeness of their kinsman and flinch" (443).

Of course what each sees is the foolishness of supposing

Singleton to be a mythic figure, a Christ-like man.

Peering into Mary Elizabeth's face, Calhoun sees in her

glasses "the face whose gift of life had pushed straight

forward to the future to raise festival after festival.

Like a master salesman, it seemed to have been waiting

there from all time to claim him" (444). Confronted with

the reality of his kinship with his grandfather, who had

founded the Azalea Festival, Calhoun can no longer hide

from his commercial instincts in the guise of a rationalist.

As many critics have noted, there are many similarities

between Rayber and Sheppard, the protagonist of "The Lame

Shall Enter First." They both firmly believe in the power

of intelligence to penetrate and understand the universe;

they both believe that they can save other people through

their own good works. Sheppard, unlike Rayber, has never

been a believer at any time, and he is much less capable

of love; he believes so firmly in reason at the expense

of the emotions that he thinks his son Norton's continued

grief at his mother's death is not normal. Sheppard is
even willing to neglect his son to help a juvenile delin-
quent, simply because Rufus Johnson has an I. Q. of 140

and Norton has only a normal intelligence. In his efforts
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to remain in the good graces of Johnson, Sheppard gives

his son over to the very forces he despises. His illusions

about himself are finally pierced, but only when it is too

late for his son.

Throughout the story Sheppard refuses to see that

he neglects his son in his efforts to do good. He gives

the boy little affection, and then dislikes the selfishness

engendered by his neglect. When his wife died, Sheppard

had refused Norton the comfort of heaven, simply telling

the child that his mother no longer existed. After Johnson

tells him about hell, Sheppard is revolted that the boy

would rather his mother be "in hell than nowhere."1' His

neglect of Norton is also part of the reason the child is

so apathetic and uninterested in anything but his hoard

of coins. Even when Johnson begins to teach Norton about

the Bible, which Sheppard believes is only for the mediocre,

his only thought is that his son "was not bright enough

to be damaged much" by lies (463).

Although he fails as a father, Sheppard is immediately

drawn to Rufus Johnson because of his I. Q. and the belief

that "Johnson was worth any amount of effort because he

had potential" (449). Sheppard had come across Johnson

"Flannery O'Connor, "The Lame Shall Enter First,"
in The Complete Stories (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1971), p. 462. All further references to this
work are from this edition and appear in the text.
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as a counselor at a reformatory where he gave his Saturdays

to "helping boys no one else cared about" (447). The

moment Sheppard sees Johnson he diagnoses the boy's prob-

lem--"his mischief was compensation for the [club] foot"

(450). Sheppard never stops to think that Johnson might

like to destroy things for the sheer perverse pleasure

in destruction; he worships intelligence too much for

that. He never deviates from his original assumption about

Johnson's problem, even when Johnson tells him that he

commits his destructive acts because he is in Satan's

power. After all, Sheppard tells the boy, "'Maybe I

can explain your devil to you"' (451).

When Johnson's time at the reformatory is over,

Sheppard invites him to come stay at his house; the boy

does not appear until he is driven by hunger to take

Sheppard's charity. And Sheppard welcomes the thought

of having the boy in his house, because "what was wasted

on Norton would cause Johnson to flourish" (452). Johnson

does not share Sheppard's trust in the rational, as he

tells Norton, "'I don't care if he's good or not. He

ain't r 1ight!' (454). Johnson is far more perceptive

than Sheppard is, and the boy is able to manipulate the

man, The boy is not deceived by Sheppard; the only person

Sheppard is able to convince of his own altruism and

disinteredness is himself. When he proclaims, "'If I can
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help a person, all I want is to do it. I'm above and

beyond simple pettiness" (458), Rufus' response after he

leaves the room is, "'He thinks he's Jesus Christ!"' (459),

Sheppard continues to believe that he has convinced

Rufus "that his benefactor was impervious to insult and

that there were no cracks in his armor of kindness and

patience" (461). So he believes he is making progress

in the boy's rehabilitation when he gets him to look

through a telescope or to wear new clean clothes. However,

Rufus begins to teach Norton about the Bible and then he

begins to disappear for a while at night. While this

behavior bothers Sheppard, he simply decides that he must

be more firm with Rufus. Then Rufus is picked up for

suspicion of breaking and entering, and Sheppard's vin-

dictiveness comes to the fore. Since the boy is not

grateful for all he has done, he lets the police take

Rufus down to the jail to teach the boy that "he could

not treat with impunity someone who had shown him nothing

but kindness" (465).

When he discovers someone else has been booked on

the charge, Sheppard thinks that he has "failed him at

just the point where he might have turned him once and

for all in the right direction" (466). To regain Rufus'

favor, Sheppard not only apologizes, but goes so far as

to admit that he has been a fool. From this point on,
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Johnson realizes that he can tell Sheppard anything, as

long as it is what he wants to hear, and he will be able

to do as he pleases. The next time Rufus is suspected

of breaking and entering, all he has to do is accuse

Sheppard of not trusting him to win the man over to his

side. It is only after Rufus refuses the new shoe that

he has made to order that Sheppard discovers that his

progress with the boy is more apparent than real. He

rationalizes the boy's ingratitude away in order not to

feel irritated with him.

After Rufus openly begins to mock him, Sheppard at

last admits his own hatred of the boy. Even then,however,

he asserts, "'I'm stronger than you are and I'm going

to save you'" as if anyone can be saved against his will

(474). Existence turns into a battle of nerves for

Sheppard, which he knows the boy will win, but he ob-

stinately refuses to tell the boy to leave his house,

because then he would have to admit that all of his good

intentions had been to no avail. He simply cannot admit

defeat. Rufus knows he can irritate Sheppard by talking

about Jesus and reading the Bible with Norton, so of course

he does just that. In search of Johnson after supper,

Sheppard finds Norton instead of Johnson looking through

the telescope; his son believes he can see his mother
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through it, but instead of talking to him about it, Sheppard

simply tells the little boy to go to bed.

Later that evening the police arrest Rufus, and at

his request, bring him by to see Sheppard one last time.

The boy accuses Sheppard of making immoral suggestions

to him, and he defends himself by admitting his failure,

but adding that he had done more for Rufus than for his

own son. Following the departure of the police and their

prisoner, Sheppard begins his inevitable self-justification,

He goes over the unselfishness of his own motives. Finally

hearing what he is saying about himself, Sheppard comes to

realize that "he had stuffed his own emptiness with good

works like a glutton. He had ignored his own child to feed

his vision of himself" (481). With this recognition comes

a flood of love for his son, and he rushes to the boy's

room, but it is empty. Going on up to the attic, Sheppard

discovers Norton's body hanging from a rafter "from which

he had launched his flight into space" (482). Certainly

Rufus Johnson was right when he told Sheppard that Satan

had him in his power, for his realization of his own

emptiness came too late to help anyone but himself.

Sheppard's realization of his emptiness is the most ex-

plicit statement O'Connor offers the reader about the

rationalist.
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John F. McCarthy asserts in his article on O'Connor's

intellectuals that her attitude toward the later ration"

alists is more liberal than her attitude toward Hulga

Hopewell,1 2 Upon examination, her treatment of the ra-

tionalists does not substantiate this judgment; the later

rationalists, like Julian and Sheppard, are judged far

more harshly, because O'Connor knows where faith in the

intellect alone leads. She focuses on the emptiness of

the later rationalists, as well as on their isolation,

depicting the futility of works without faith, Without

the absolutes of spiritual certainty, O'Connoris ration-

alists' attempts to save others are doomed to failure;

they are playing God with human lives, and as O'Connor

shows, that is not only absurd, it can be fatal.

12 "Human Intelligence Versus Divine Truth; The In-
tellectual in Flannery O'Connor's Works," English Journal,
55 (1966), 1148.



CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSION

Most generalizations about Flannery O'Connor's

protagonists are usually based on the assumption that

they are backwoods Southern fundamentalists or pros-

perous widows with dairy farms. The preceding discus-

sion of O'Connor's secular protagonists should make

those generalizations more difficult to accept, illus-

trating as it does her preoccupation with the realities

of the modern South. Because the South is no longer

a community firmly rooted in religious traditions,

C. Hugh Holman observes that although Flannery O'Connor's

fiction belongs to a tradition of social realism in

Southern fiction, her "people are closer to our time

[than Wolfe's, Faulkner's, or Caldwell's], and their

problem is really not economic poverty."' Since O'Connor

is concerned with a different kind of poverty, her

fidelity to her region is often overlooked. Another

generalization that many critics accept is Robert Drake's

statement that "Christ is finally the principal character

"'The View from the Regency-Hyatt," in Southern
Fiction Today, ed. George Core (Athens: Univ.of Georgia
Pies7,1969), pp. 29, 31.
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in all Miss O'Connor's fiction. 2  In reacting to this kind

of overstatement, it is tempting to conclude, as does John

Hawkes, that "the creative process transforms [O'Connor's]

objective Catholic knowledge of the devil into an authorial

attitude in itself in some measure diabolical. 3 However,

a more accurate conclusion probably lies between the two

extremes, closer to Holman's assessment of her fiction.

O'Connor herself stated: "If a Catholic writer hopes

to reveal mysteries, he will have to do it by describing

truthfully what he sees . . . an affirmative vision cannot

be demanded of him without limiting his freedom to observe

what man has done with the things of God." 4 The most that

O'Connor can truthfully suggest through her secular pro-

tagonists is that man has ignored or denied "the things

of God." O'Connor saw that most of the South had become

separated from the mystery of the divine, and she chose

to represent that part of hre region truthfully by depicting

the extensive ravages of secularism there. Merrill Skaggs

observes that her characters belong "almost exclusively

to that group which can be identified as plain

2Flannery O'Connor (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966),
p. 17,

3"Flannery O'Connor's Devil," Sewanee Review, 70
(1962), 401.

4ystery and Manners, ed. Sally and Robert Fitz-
gerald (New York:~Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1969), p. 150.
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folk."' While this generalization excludes her religious

characters, it accurately describes the secular protago-_

nist's social position in the modern South. It is the plain

folk's way of life that O'Connor eviscerates as she shows

its values and assumptions about life and society to be

false.

As William Van O'Connor points out, the spiritual

grotesque is often a "reaction against the sometimes bland

surfaces of bourgeois customs and habits." 6 The plain

folk comprise perhaps the most bourgeois element of the

South, and in depicting their spiritual deformity, O'Connor

is demonstrating her concern with a realism grounded in

what she observed around her, It is for this reason that

transcendence comes so infrequently to the secular pro-

tagonist in O'Connor's fiction; Mrs. Turpin and Asbury

Fox are the only two secular protagonists who are ex-

plicitly shown experiencing the mystery of the holy.

In the lives of the other secular protagonists, O'Connor

was content to suggest that "revelation can occur at any

time and sums up, at the same time it eradicates, all of

a person's previous life." 7

5The Folk of Southern Fiction (Athens: Univ. ofGeorgiaPress, 1~72),7p.

6",The Grotesque in Southern Fiction," Collepe
English, 20 (1965), 342.

7Joyce Carol Oates, "The Visionary Art of Flannery
O'Connor' ,Southern Humanities Review, 7 (1973), 243.
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O'Connor's secular protagonists are frequently

alienated from both family and the community, a sign

and reflection of their estrangement from God.8 She

seems to have felt that there was more hope for the

materialist than for the rationalist; the final look she

takes at a materialist, Mrs. Turpin, ends on a much more

positive note than her last view of a rationalist,

Sheppard. Her judgment of the rationalist is much

harsher than her judgment of the materialist; the mater-

ialist is essentially unaware of what he implicitly denies,
whereas the rationalist denies after giving the matter

thought. This outright denial of God, and the attempt

to usurp His place in the world, thus receives O'Connor's

fiercest condemnation because she saw the rationalist's

attitudes as more wrongheaded and more harmful to others.

Underlying the judgment, however, is always the possibility

of redemption for the most secular of characters in her

fiction; she could not honestly do more than suggest

possibilities in the face of unbelief so strong and

pervasive.

8 Stuart L. Burns, "Flannery O'Connor's LiteraryApprenticeship," Renascence, 22 (1969), 7.
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