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This thesis is an investigation into the nature of the

characterizations of women and Negroes in the fiction of

Flannery O'Connor and the extent to which the attitudes,

beliefs, and ideas contained in the background of the author

influenced such portrayals. The thesis identifies these

influences as her native South and the Roman Catholic Church

and concludes that her misogynistic treatment of women and

sympathetic handling of Negroes proceeds from values placed

on both groups in such influences.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCT ION

John Aldridgets remark in 1956 that Flannery O'Connor was

a decidedly minor novelist who happened to be in vogue because

of her Southern background aroused the ire of Louis D. Rubin,

who retorted that OtConnor was definitely not of the "magnolia

blossom school of Southern writing"2 but was a truly major

talent. Rubin cited as evidence the short stories in which

she displays moral and spiritual concerns interwoven within

her basic theme, that of "human isolation."3

By and large the interpretation Rubin has given to

OtConnor's work has come to be the prevailing opinion. There

have been numerous critical opinions of her work which have

taken at face value her statement that "I see from the stand-

point of Christian orthodoxy. This means that for me the

meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Christ and

1John Aldridge, _In Search of Heresy: American Literature
in an Age of ConfoMity (New York, 1956), p. 59.

2 Louis D. Rubin, Jr., "Flannery O'Connor: A Note on
Literary Fashion," Critique, II (Fall, 1958), p. 14.

3 lbid., p. 17.



2

that what I see in the world, I see in its relation to that."k

These opinions have consequently interpreted her literary out-

put as being wholly theological in nature. According to

Josephine Bendin, this statement has misled many. Thus, Hendin

says that "O'Connor's work has so often been seen as merely

polemic" and "critics have been willing to accept her state-

ments of intention as accurate descriptions of her art."5

The concept of the universality of theme has been reached

by various theologically inclined critics, those who see

O'Connor's work as more Roman Catholic than anything else.

But, as Hendin says, ". . . O'Connor's assertions of Christian

orthodoxy do not accurately describe her work."6 Similarly,

Alfred Kazin mentions "the sourness, the unsparingness, the

breath-taking perspective on all human weakness in her work"7

as placing it beyond the necessity of theological interpre-

tation. The tendency of critics like Robert Drake8 and

kFlannery O'Connor, "The Fiction Writer and His Country,"

Mystery nkdManners: Occasional Prose, edited by Sally and
Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1970), p. 32.

5 Josephine Headin, The orit f Flanent .QLa nuor

(Bloomington, Indiana, 1970), p. 16.

6Ibid.

TAlfred Kazin, "Flannery O'Connor: The Complete Stories,"
New York Times Book Review, November 28, 1971, p. 22.

8Robert Drake, Flannerr: A Critical j sfl

(Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1966), p. 15.
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Sister Bernetta Quinn9 to see her work "as so much exegesis on

traditional Christian theology"10 is a delimitation of her art,

an art which, of course, ought to be viewed in one sense as a

philosophy of life which proceeds from a definite theological

base but which, nevertheless, is not strictly bound within such

limits.

Although criticism of O'Connort s work has tended to em-

phasize its transcendence of the strictly regional, many

critics have noted the distinct flavor of place which pervades

her fiction. There have also been numerous studies of the

impact of the Catholic faith on her work, notably by those

critics who see a theological bent in all her fiction. This

latter view has been debated at length, particularly the aspect

of the extent to which O'Connor is an orthodox Catholic or not.

Besides the study of the nature of the Catholic orthodoxy she

professed, critics have also examined the nature of the gro-

tesque and its uses in her fiction, arguing whether it is

gratuitous or essential. The function that aspects of Gothi-

cism serve is still being debated; however, the consensus seems

9Sister M. Bernetta Quinn, 0. S. F., "View from a Rock:
The Fiction of Flannery O'Connor and J. F. Powers," Critique,
II (Fall, 1958), 20-35.

1 %Hendin, _P. cit., p. 16.
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to be that the grotesque embodies her theological themes and

represents the nature of the quest for redemption.

Although critical studies have at times mentioned the

general characteristics and nature of the woman in Flannery

O'Connor's fiction, there has not been a major study of the

artistic impact of her femininity, her Southern unbringing,

and her difficulty in maintaining a Catholic faith in the

southern Bible Belt. All of these factors are, of course,

interrelated, but the recent upsurge of interest in the changing

role of women in modern society makes it more interesting than

ever to investigate the effects of sexual, regional, and

religious experience on the life and writings of a Southern

woman writer like Flannery O'Connor.

The movement for the liberation of women has produced a

massive literature revealing the position of women in societies

of the past and present and delineating the origins of some

popular prejudices and attitudes regarding women. Researchers

in the women's liberation movement have explored three areas

of thought about women: the social, the religious, and the

economic factors involved in determining society's attitude

toward them.

They see American society as basically patriarchal. This

system of patriarchy is one in which "that half of the populace
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which is female is controlled by that half which is male." 11

This situation has long been taken for granted as being bene-

ficial, good, and just.

While patriarchy as an institution is a social constant
so deeply entrenched as to run through all other polit-
ical, social or economic forms, whether of caste or class,
feudality or bureaucracy, just as it pervades all major
religions, it also exhibits great variety in history
and locale.12

The Southern locale has produced a picture of woman consonant

with the patriarchal basis.

. . . southern women in the years bef ore 1860 had been
the subjects--perhaps the victims--of an image of woman
which was at odds with the reality of their lives.
This image was weakened but not destroyed by the expe-
riences of the Civil War and Reconstruction. It
continued to shape the behavior of southern women for
many years and has never entirely disappeared. For this
reason women in the progressive period carefully
cherished a ladylike aspect and were modest about their
achievements. The power of the image also helped to
explain the kinds of women who appeared in southern
reform movements: those of impeccable antecedents and
secure family position. 1 3

Southern patriarchy then perpetuated itself by creating and

sustaining a system in which women were aware of the message

1 1Kate Millett, Sexual Politics (New York, 1970), p. 25.

12Ibid.

1 3 Anne Firor Scott, Th Southern Lady: From Pedestal to
Politics: 183-1930 (Chicago, 1970), p. x.
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of those who most affected popular opinions. That message ad-

monished the Southern woman ". . . to be a lady and you will

be loved and respected and supported. If you defy the pattern

and behave in ways considered unladylike you will be unsexed,

rejected, unloved, and you will probably starve."14 Many

Southern women and men "equated any change in the role of women

or in the institution of slavery with the downfall of the

family and the contequent demise of society."1 5 Thus the pa-

triarchy of the South instilled the concept of the woman's role

as believing in, or at least pretending to believe in her

dependence on man.

The religious basis of the patriarchal society is deeply

rooted in the Bible and hence permeates all of the Christian

religion. In accord with the Genesis account of the Fall,

woman is supposed to be the root of evil in the world because

of her susceptibility to the blandishments of the serpent and

her subsequent eating of the fruit of the tree of knowledge.

Her seduction of Adam into eating also is blamed for the in-

troduction of evil into the world. Both Catholics and Pro-

testants have supported this theme in their teaching and

preaching.

14Ibid., p. 21 15Ibid., p. 21.
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This Garden of Eden myth is paralleled by the old Pandora

myth of the Greeks in which Zeus punished man for his complicity

in the Prometheus scheme by giving him woman, and, with her,

disguised as gifts from the gods, all the evils of the world.

The Pandora myth is one of two important Western arche-
types which condemns the female through her sexuality
and explain her position as her well-deserved punishment
for the primal sin under whose unfortunate consequence
the race yet labor.16

These two myths, then, are rationalizations for the subsidiary

nature of women.

The myth of the Fall has particularly had long-reaching

effects.

As the central myth of the Judeo-Christian imagination

and therefore of our immediate cultural heritage, it is
well that we appraise and acknowledge the enormous
power it still holds over us even in a rationalist era
which has long ago given up literal belief in it while

maintaining its emotional assent intact. This mythic
version of the female as the cause of human suffering,
knowledge and sin is still the foundation of sexual

attitudes, for it represents the most crucial argument
of the patriarchal tradition in the West.17

Patriarchy is thus reinforced as a system by the religious

background of the Bible.

Flannery O'Connor, as a practicing Catholic, subscribed

to belief in the Fall; she stated on several occasions and in

16 Millett, 2p. cit., p. 52. 17ilblid.
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several different essays her belief in original sin and the

Fall's responsibility for the loss of "our innocence."18  Nat-

urally the extent to which a person agrees with the tenets of

his faith is dependent on variable factors, but belief in orig-

inal sin presupposes the distrust of Eve, and with her, woman,

because of her seduction of the innocent Adam. Thus, a believer

in original sin accepts the denigration of Eve which is explicit

in the Garden of Eden myth and accepts the ultimate role of

woman as expressed in the dictum that certain basic roles will

be played by man and woman as a result of their sin.

Adam' s curse is to toil by the "sweat of his brow,"
namely the labor the male associates with civilization.
Eden was a fantasy world without either effort or
activity, which the entrance of the female, and with
her sexuality, has destroyed. . . . Eve's sentence is
far more political in nature and a brilliant "explanation"
of her inferior status. "In sorrow thou shalt bring
forth children. And thy desire shall be to thy husband.
And he shall rule over thee." 1 9

Women's subjection to man is a basic doctrine of the

Catholic faith. According to its official teachings, however,

"man is not superior to woman, nor woman to man. They are dis-

tinct images of God, with complementary features, and, therefore,

18 Flannery O'Conner, "The Church and the Fiction Writer,"
Js&efy& MannersO: Qcgsional f lse, edited by Sally and

Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1970), p. 148.

19Millett, jnl. cit., p. 53.
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not strictly comparable."2'0 Thus, "in creating man and woman

with equal dignity and similar destiny, God did not make them

identical. He gave each distinctive attributes fitting them

for their specific functions." 21

In making man and woman different, God gave them individual

spheres; that of man is fatherhood, and that of woman, mother-

hood. Woman's sphere confines her to the home and her

primary objectives relate to it as the principal area of her

activity. If a woman does not marry, the honorable state for

her is virginity accompanied by religious dedication to the

head of the Church, Jesus Christ; "virginity combined with

consecration of life to God has always held first place among

the states of life." 23  Whether through dedication to the home

or dedication to the church, woman occupies in the Catholic

mind a subordinate position. Thus Flannery O'Connor's faith,

as well as the region she inhabited geographically, impressed

upon her the dependency upon man of woman. She is defined by

her relationship to him; she derives her status from the man,

whether through his presence or his absence in her life.

W. B. Faherty, 1"Woman (Catholic Teaching On),?" New

Catholic Encyclojedia, Vol. XIV (New York, 1967).

2 1 I22I 2 3
Ibid. Ib id.10Ibid.

WMWM -
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The subsidiary nature of women as manifested in Catholic

practice would seem to be contradicted by the position of Mary

in Catholic worship. The Catholic expression ad Jesum ner

Mria illustrates graphically the nature of this contradiction.

Mary is an intermediary who is venerated as the mother of God

and symbolic mother of all Christians. She is even the lesser

of two intermediaries.

Mary's mediation differs substantially from that of her
Son. The latter is primary, self-sufficient, and abso-
lutely necessary for ments salvation; the former is
secondary, wholly dependent en Christ's, and only hype-
thetically necessary.

Religion and region then had an important influence on

the ideas about woman extant in Flannery O'Conner's formative

years, but these preconceptions reinforcing the idea of female

inferiority are directly related to sex roles assigned by

society to men and women at birth.

In terms of activity, sex role assigns domestic service
and attendance upon infants to the females, the rest of
human achievement, interest, and ambition to the male.
The limited role allotted the female tends to arrest her
at the level of biological experience. Therefore, nearly
all that can be described as distinctly human rather than
animal activity. . . is largely reserved for the male.
Of course, status . . . follows from such an assignment . .

24
J. B. Carol, "Mary, Blessed Virgin, II (In Theology),"

New Catholic Encyclopedia, Vol. IX (New York, 1967).
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Those awarded higher status tend to adopt roles of
mastery, largely because they are first encouraged to
develop temperaments of dominance.25

These sex roles then reinforce the teachings of the dominance

of the male and the subordination of the female. This in-

feriority of woman has tended to manifest itself very strongly

in the South, where for decades the woman was a weak person

entirely dependent economically and socially through the mainte-

nance of the patriarchal system.

In addition to the religious and social roles of women

which have helped define their social functions, the conception

of their status as chattel has augmented the subjugation of the

female in American society. This chattel status exists in

woments "loss of name, their obligation to adopt the husbands

domicile, and the general legal assumption that marriage

involves an exchange of the females domestic service and

(sexual) consortium in return for financial support.n26 Women

have benefited historically from the universal rule of the

obligation of the male to provide financial support; the common

law reinforces the subsidiary nature of woman's role, however,

by "the lack of definition or enforceability of the husband's

2 5 Millett, 2p. cit., p. 26.

26
Ibid., p. 35.



12

support liability while the spouses are living together." The

fiction of the husband-wife unit relationship has tended to

preclude any application of the support rule and such enforce-

ment usually takes place after the husband-wife relationship

has dissolved.27

Thus, woman's status in American thought has been three-

fold in nature: religious, in which there are attendant myths

and biblical assertions about her nature; social, in which she

has a definite role assigned to her; economic, in which her

status as a dependent has tended to reinforce the other two

factors determining her status. All of these phases of woman's

situation have influenced not only the thoughts about her but

also the literary depiction of the female sex. A large body of

literature has been misogynistic in nature because of the low

esteem accorded women as dependent beings by the various systems

operative on the imagination of writers.

In American society generally and Southern society parti-

cularly, the inferior status of women has been paralleled by

that of another group, the blacks. The phrase, "the Negro

parallel, "2 assumes distinct similarities Obetween the

2 T Leo Kanowitz, Women and the Law: The Unf inished
Revolution (Albuquerque, 1969), p. 71.

2 8 Caroline Bird, Born Female: The High Cost of Keeping

Women Down (New York, 1968), p. 13'.
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disabilities Negroes suffer by virtue of their skin color" and

"the disabilities women suffer by virtue of their sex." 29

There have been several components in this parallel:

To begin with, neither woman nor Negroes could hide the

respective facts of sex or race. Generalizations about

Negroes and women as workers relegated both groups to

inferior status on the job. Both groups were regarded

as a labor reserve, denied equal hiring, training, pay,
promotion, responsibility, and seniority at work.
Neither group was supposed to boss white men, and both
were limited to jobs white men didn't want to do.30

In addition to their common rank in the labor market, there

were other aspects to the parallel:

Both had emerged from a "previous condition of servitude"
that had denied them the vote, schooling, jobs, apprentice-
ships, equal access to unions, clubs, professional asso-
ciations, professional schools, restaurants, and public
places. Strikingly similar rationalizations and defense

mechanisms accommodated both denials of the central idea
of equal opportunity. 3 1

Then, too, there are "ascribed attributes of blacks and

womenn," 32 which again are strikingly similar; these include

. . . inferior intelligence, an instinctual or sensual

gratification, an emotional nature both primitive and
childlike, an imagined prowess in or affinity for sex-
uality, a contentment with their own lot, which is in
accord with a proof of its appropriateness, a wily
habit of deceit, and concealment of feeling.33

Ibid 4 3 0Ibid. 3 1Ibid.

3 2 milett, p. cit. p. 57. 33 Ibid.
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Both groups, again by virtue of their inferior condition, have

been "forced to the same accommodational ;actics,"34 which

include

. . . an ingratiating or supplicatory manner invented
to please, a tendency to study those points at which the
dominant group are subject to influence or corruption,
an assumed air of helplessness, involving fraudulent
appeals for direction through a show of ignorance. 3 5

Kate Millett cites the irony of the attributes mentioned as

being those seemingly desirable to the male, yet these same

attributes are the usual focus of any writer displaying a

misogynistic tendency.36 Millett gives as evidence of her

contention the writings of D. H. Lawrence, Norman Mailer, and

Henry Miller, whose attitudes toward women seem to be that

their proper role is to accommodate themselves to the rightful

domination of men.

The writers who use women and black characters have dis,-

played at times both misogynistic and anti-Negro feeling,

revealing the low esteem in which both groups are held. These

tendencies can take the form of stereotypes and caricatures

which distort the picture of the woman and the black. Ralph

Graves, in a recent article, cites the caricaturist nature of

34Ibid. 35Ibid. 36Ibid.
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books about the black in the South by discussing the picture

of the Negro which emerges from Gone with the Wind:

It is patronizing, condescending, and insulting to its
childlike "darkies, " who are fond of chitlins and taters
and their beloved "white folks." The only black in the
book who isn't a Stepin Fetchit caricature is Dilcey,
and that's because Dilcey is proudly part Indian. (But
her "wothless" daughter, Dilcey explains, is "all
nigger" like her father.)37

The typecasting by writers like Margaret Mitchell has tended to

obscure the real nature of blacks and women and to render them

as happy in their situation of inferiority.

In regard to the stereotyping of Negro characters, Nancy

Tischler in Black Masks: Characters in Modern Southern

Fiction states that "whether or not there are Negro types in

life, there certainly are in art, which is our stylized vision

of life." 3 8 Ralph Ellison remarks that the problem of the

writing of the twentieth century is that "the most powerful

formulations of modern American fictional works have been so

slanted against [the Negro) that when he approaches for a

3 T Ralph Graves, "Scarlett O'Hara Is Here with the Wind,"
Life.,(June 16, 1972), p. 3.

38 Nancy Tischler, Black Masks: Negro Characters in Modern
Southern Fiction (University Park, Pennsylvania, 1969), p. 1,



glimpse of himself he discovers an image drained of humanity.1 3 9

Ellison says also,

Too often what is presented as the American Negro (a
most complex example of Western man) emerges an over-
simplified clown, a beast or an angel. Seldom is he
drawn as that sensitively focused process of opposites,
of good and evil, of instinct and intellect, of passion
and spirituality, which great literary art has projected
as the image of man.40

Although the Negro is a fact of life in the South, the

white mants perception of him has been strictly superficial,

with the result that

. . . the Southern artist finds himself in a curious
position. Because of the severely circumscribed role
the Negro plays in Southern life, he seldom appears
to the white man as clearly individual. Traditionally
a hewer of wood and a drawer of water, he even now appears
most consistently only in the most menial of roles: as
the house servant, the mammy, the yard man, the porter,
the bellhop, or the sharecropper.41

The Southern white artist shares in a shallow discernment of

the Negro as a human being in his ideas of what the black man

should be. "Even when the Negro is not a servant, the South-

erner has often expected him to play the role of tniggert--

39 Ralph Ellison, "Twentieth Century Fiction and the
Black Mask of Humanity,," Shadow and Act (New York, 196 4 ),p. 25.

0Ibid., pp. 25-26.

41Tischler, 2p. _cit., p. 13.

16



that is to accommodate his response to the expectations of the

white man.f"4 2 The stereotyping and caricaturing of Negroes is

not expected to continue, however, and Tischler attributes

this change to the writers of the Southern renaissance and

their honest attempts "to perceive the truth behind the stereo-

type, to portray humanly the motivations and movements, and to

extract universal statements from individual characterizations."4 3

Tischler cites as examples of this group of writers William

Faulkner, William Styron, Carson McCullers, Richard Wright,

Ralph Ellison, and Robert Penn Warren.

The liberation of women from the strictures of stereo-

typing has paralleled the movement of black pride and its

assertion of freedom from dominance. As Caroline Bird says,

'Women can thank the Negro rights movement for alerting the

literate population to the self-serving attitude that has

imprisoned women as well as Negroes."44  Alerted though he is,

the artist has been not as quick to change his view of women

and consequently his literary depiction of them as might be

expected. The woman and the black, particularly the Southern

variety of both, have suffered in their real-life situations

42Ibid r. 15. 4 Ibid. p. 25.

4Bird,2. cit., p. 152.
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as well as in their literary treatments, by being stereotyped

and caricatured, because of basic assumptions common to the

situations of both.

Flannery O'Connor, as a Southerner, an artist, a woman,

and a descendant of slaveholders, is a valuable study for the

nature of the portrayals of women and blacks in her fiction.

It is apparent, therefore, that certain inquiries ought to be

made about her presentation of the two groups; the nature of

the characterizations ought to be examined in order to derive

an understanding of the extent to which various components of

O'Connorts background influenced such portrayals. The parts

played by the three major elements of her experience--the

South, the Catholic Church, literature--need to be delineated

to determine their force in forming O'Connor's perceptions of

women and Negroes.

This thesis will describe the role played by each of the

major facets of her background in her writing and delineate

the nature of the beliefs, ideas, and attitudes each has

contributed to the development of the artist, Flannery O'Connor.

Chapter II will define the place of the influences operative

on O'Connor through reference to critical interpretations and

to her own statements. Chapter III will examine, in the light

of the influences identified and explicated in Chapter II, the
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nature of the portrayals of women and blacks; this third chapter

will show that the women in Flannery O'Connor's fiction fall

into four basiXc types and that these four types have parallel

Negro characters, although these are not nearly so numerous.

Also, Chapter III will show that women, though by far the

largest group of characters populating O'Connor's fictional

world, are generally distasteful in appearance; this distaste

is reserved, as will be shown, for the females only, and does

not extend to characterizations of men, whether they be black

or white, This disesteem will be shown to be directly related

to those influences mentioned in Chapter II. Based on the

charxacterizations and influences, Chapter IV will discuss

conclusions drawn from the evidence of the misogynistic por-

trayal of the fiction.



CHAPTER II

THE MA JOR ENVIR ONfMENTA L IUFIDENCES ON TE

FICTION OF FIANNERY O'CONNOR

There were three principal influences on the fiction of

Flannery O'Connor; the South, in particular the state of

Georgia, with her family background directly related to this

influence; the Catholic Church, with the attendant peculiari-

ties of being a Catholie in the Protestant South; and her

vocation, literature.

"The two eire stances that have given character to my

owa writing have been those of being Southern and being

Catholic, "1 Flanery O'Coanor once said. To these two specific

influences, identified by the author herself, have to be added

those of personal experiences and beliefs which derive from

1 Flannery O'Comer, "The Catholic Novelist in the
Protestant South," tstery umaz , edited by Sally and
Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1970), p. 196.

20
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being born in the South and being a Catholic. The fact that

Flannery O'Connor knew that her own death was imminent was a

qualifying factor in the influences operative on her fiction.

This influential factor is surely pertinent to any discussion

of Flannery O'Connor, but it will be discussed in the thesis

as a qualifying factor on the other influences and not as an

influence in itself. O'Connor's comments about the disease

lupus, fatal blood disease, were few, manifesting themselves

usually just in passing references in letters to friends. For

exam-ple, in a letter to Robert Fitzgerald, she says, "Ask

Sally to pray that the lupus don't finish me off too quick." 2

To Flannery O'Connor the region in which she was born was

a pervasive influence and one which was essential to any true

picture drawn by the writer. She said, "W wrte w'th the

whole personality and any attempt to circumvent it, whether

this be an effort to rise above belief or above background,

is going to result in a reduced approach to realityo 3 She

deplored the tendency of writers, who, wanting to avoid typing

themselves as regionalists, immediately tried to "throw off

2Robert Fitzgerald, editor, That Rises Must
C onverse (New York, 1965), Introduction, p. 22.

3 Flannery OtConnor, "The Catholic Novelist in the
Protestant South," p. 193.

i hl: WMW 
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the clutch of the region." 4  To her they were casting off a

beneficial background and an indispensable gift; for, as she

said, "The Southern writer's greatest tie with the South is

through his ear, which usually is sharp but not too versatile

outside his own idiom."5  But to her this idiom was distinctive

in nature and powerful in "keeping the fiction social," 6 some-

thing she found highly de sirable.

To O'Connor the South was something which could not and

should not be dismissed from the Southern writer's conscious-

ness as he practiced his vocation. "The image of the South,

in all its complexity, is so powerful in t that it is a force

which has to be encountered and engaged." 7 She praised this

hold of the South over its people, particularly its writers,

seeing the South's historically strong instinct to preserve

its identity as one of the assets of the Southern fiction

writer. To her those who attempted to divorce themselves from

the place of their origin were ignoring the fact that "as far

as the creation of a body of fiction is concerned, the social

is superior to the purely personal." 8 Flannery O'Connor was

WIbid., p. 198. 5 lbid., p. 199.

6 7 8
Ibid . Ibid ., p . 198 . IbiO., p . 200 .

POW
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afraid that, if the Southerner cast off the force of the South,

"in twenty years Southern writers too may be writing about men

in gray-flannel suits and may have lost their ability to see

that these gentlemen are even greater freaks than what we are

writing about now." 9

Flannery O'Connor was a native of Georgia, having been borr

in Savannah and having moved to Milledgeville while she was in

her early teens. From the time she was born on March 25, 1925,

until 1936, Flannery lived in Savannah, but, when her father

was found to havelupus, the same disease that later killed

Flannery, the family moved to Milledgeville, Flannery's

mother's ancestral home, where Edward O'Connor died in 1941.

Flannery attended high school in Milledgeville and also college,

Georgia State College for Women (now Women' s College of

Georgia), where she received her A. B. degree in 1945, with

majors in English and social science. She went to the State

University of Iowa after graduation to study at the Writer's

Workshop under Paul Engle; she received her M. F. A. in 1947.

From Iowa she went to Yaddo, the writer's colony at Saratoga

Springs, New York, where she stayed for only a short time,

moving from there to New York City, where she intended to

9Flannery O'Connor, "The Grotesque in Southern Fiction,"
Mystery _and Manners, edited by Sally and Robert Fitzgerald
(New York, 1970), p. 50.
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devote her time to writing. In 1949 she met the Fitzgeralds,

Robert and Sally, who were to become her life-long friends;

when they moved to a farm in Connecticut, Flannery went with

them as a "paying guest" to help alleviate their financial

problems, caused by an increase in their family. She helped

Sally Fitzgerald with the children, wrote, and generally

enjoyed her life there.

In 1950 Flannery complained to Robert Fitzgerald of heavi-

ness in her arms. She was examined by a doctor who told her

she was probably suffering from rheumatoid arthritis and

should have further examinations when she went home to Georgia

for Christmast she became desperately ill on the train going

home for that visit and had to be hospitalized shortly there-

after, when she was found to be suffering from lupus, the

disease that had killed her father and for which there was no

known cure. Although Fitzgerald states that "Flannery was

out to be a writer on her own and had no plans to go back to

live in Georgia 110 after the lupus was diagnosed, she remained

there the rest of her life. Even in the North, though, she had

not forgotten her home; Fitzgerald recalls,

Her reminiscences. . . . were almost all of her home
town and countryside, and they were told with gusto.
We heard a great deal even then about the farm outside
Milledgeville which her mother had inherited from a

1 0 Robert Fitzgerald, 2. it.., p. 12.



25

brother, Flannery' s Uncle Bernard, and was already
managing with hired help, though she lived in town.
The Negroes included, and still do, Jack and Louise
and their boarder, Shot. Flannery would shake with
laughter over some of their remarks and those of other
country characters.11

Flannery O'Connor's memories of Georgia and the experiences

she had had living there were very close to her and she felt

herself very much a part of the region from which she came and

to whose literature uhe was contributing.

O'Connor once said, "Unless the novelist has gone utterly

out of his mind, his aim is still communication, and communi-

cation suggests talking inside a community."12 The community

of the South was one of the reasons she felt that Southern

fiction thrives because of the special sense of belonging to

a place. She felt that the Southern fiction writer was a

special kind of person because of this sense of community that

he had.

[Southern writers] are not alienated; they are not
lonely, suffering artists gasping for purer air. The
Southern writer apparently feels the need for expatri-
ation less than other writers in this country. More-
over, when he does leave and stay gone, he does so at

11Ibid.

12Flannery O'Connor, "The Regional Writer," Mystery
and Manners, edited by Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (New York,
1970), p. 53.
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great peril to that balance between principle and fact,
between judgment and observation, which is so necessary
to maintain if fiction is to be true. 1 3

Besides this sense of place, the Southern writer of fiction has

a definite sense of shared identity, unlike writers from other

regions. However, she said,

Southern identity is not really connected with
mockingbirds and beaten biscuits and white columns any
more than it is with hookworms and bare feet and muddy
clay roads. . . . An identity is not to be found on the
surface; it is not accessible to the poll-taker; it is
not something that can become a cliche. It is not made
from the mean average or the typical, but from the hidden
and often the most extreme. It is not made from what
passes., but from those qualities that endure, regardless
of what passes, because they are related to truth. It
lies rery deep. In its entirety, it is known only to
God, but of those who look for it, none gets so close
as the artist. 1 4

Being from a particular region like the South with its

mystique was an asset; but, being a regional writer in the

sense of the purely provincial was anathema to Flannery

O'Connor. Her definition of a truly regional writer, without

the peorative connotations, was one who drew his materials

from the region he lived and acknowledged his debt to his

heritage. She once stated that the best writing of all was

that which was regional in the sense that the writers shared

13Ibid.,opP. 53-54. 1 4 Ibid., p. 58.



27

a common heritage; she saw the South as the region to which the

ascendancy in literature had passed and gave as her reason the

fact that

it has passed to and stayed longest wherever there

has been a shared past, a sense of alikeness, and the

possibility of reading a small history in a universal

light. In these things the South still has a degree of

advantage. It is a slight degree and getting slighter,
but it is enough to feed great literature if our people--

whether they be newcomers or have roots here--are enough

aware of it to foster its growth in themselves.15

That such a sharing of the sense of place is important to

a writer, Particularly a Southern writer, is affirmed by certain

perceptive critics, like Frederick J. Hoffman, who says that the

sense of place "begins with the image, the particular of the

Southern scene, a quality of atmosphere or a simple human de-

tail."16 To this Hoffman adds, "The significance of place

argues soMe accepted history or coordinated memory."17  He says

that Flannery O'Connor, moreover, belongs to that group of

Southern "place" writers which "reveals the genuinely native

particulars of a scene, while at the same time communicating

their existence in time and commenting on it." 1 8  The sense of

16 Frederick J. Hoffman, "The Sense of Place," South:

Modern Southern Literature in Its Cultural Set ting, edited by
Louis D. Rubin, Jr., and Robert D..Jacobs (Garden City, New

York, 1961), p. 68.

17Ibid. 1 8 Ibid., pp. 74-75.
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place is essential to OConnors writing because through her

use of the regional and its community, she accomplishes the

end that, as expressed by Leon V. Driskell and John T. Brittain

in The Eternal Crossroads, "her characters, nearly all of them

Georgians, embody her search for a location at which the exi-

gencies of time and place are related to eternity." 19  And yet

this writing with a view to the "fundamental human issues"20

does not negate the influence of the South because the afore-

mentioned sense of place and sense of a common history operate

to ground her writing in a distinctly Southern atmosphere.

The Southern literary tradition which preceded Flannery

OfConnor was modified and changed by her to fit her own needs.

C. Hugh Holman says,

. . . I . . . find her relation to the Southern literary
tradition to be unusual and illuminating both about her
and about the tradition itself. Indeed, in looking at
her native Georgia, like many modern Southerners, Miss
O'Connor's vision was touched with rue, but she wore her
"rue with a difference"--a difference that helps to
define her essential quality and to give us a deeper

insight into her "country," both of soil and spirit.21

19Leon V. Driskell and Joan T. Brittain, The Eternal

Crossroads: The Art of Flannery Oonnor (Lexington, Kentucky,
1971), p. 2.

20Ibid.

21C. Hugh Holman, "Her Rue with a Difference," he Added
Dimension: The Art and Mind of Flannery ZOConnor, edited by
Melvin C. Friedman and Lewis A. Lawson (New York, 1966), p. 74.
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Holman attributes her difference to the uniqueness of her speci-

fic locale in relation to the whole area of the South. He

points out that the inhabitants of the piedmont Georgia of her

home, along with those of piedmont Tennessee, have been tra-

ditionally treated as grotesques and peculiarities by writers

such as William Byrd II, Augustus Baldwin Longstreet, and

William Gilmore Simms. There have been, according to Holman,

traditionally three Souths in literature, particularly in the

local color movement of the latter half of the 19th century:

the plantation South of Thomas Nelson Page, the Deep South of

George Washington Cable, and the Tennessee-Georgia South of

Mary Noallies Murphree. This Tennessee-Georgia group has

continued to be so represented in the present day by writers

like OtConnor, and others like "Erskine Caldwell, Carson

McCullers, and the Southern Gothic school in general." 22

The general trend in scholarship has been to admit that

O'Connor is a Southerner but to ignore the deep influence of

the South in favor of the influence of Catholicism. The general

consensus has been that she is more theological than Southern,

more Catholic than regional. This tendency is in part a

drawing away from the tradition which began with the adverse

2 qbid.,p. 77.



30

critical reaction to her first writing when reviewers were

seeing her as another Tobacco Road writer, with her stories

having the trappings of Christianity. Neither those who have

identified her as neo-Caldwell or purely Catholic have correctly

Identified her regionalist character and the resulting coloring

of her fiction, Granted the fiction has Christian concerns,

but those seem superimposed on a purely Southern background.

Louis Y. Gossett writes that Flannery O'Connor creates

her fiction using a "strong sense of place" but goes on to say

that this is not primarily her purpose, to display the pecu-

liarities of a region in order to examine and criticize that

region, but to "peel back the veneer" of pretense and "reveal

the twisted and demonic human nature below," 23 She thinks

that this exposing is the function of the violent and grotesque

character of her work. Gossett sees that the violence in all

modern Southern literature serves a variety of functions; and

violence, she deduces, serves to illuminate Flannery O'Connorts

deeper message in which violence is a "religious evaluation of

modern life."2

23 Louise Y. Gossett, Violence in Recent Southern Fiction
(Durham, N. C., 1965), pp. 78-79.

24 Ibid. P. 78.
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Besides her explicit statements on the matter of the

Southerner and his experience with the South, O'Connor shows

in her fiction the peculiar character of her inheritance of

the Southern tradition, her "rue with a difference t 25 The

search for Southern identity, as defined by C. Vann Woodward

In Tie Burden of Southern Histor,2G reveals the concerns of

Flannery O'Connor as she wrote. Woodward emphasizes that the

Southern experience, while unique for Americans, is more in

common with the lot of mankind generally than with the American

idea of success and those doctrines of Americanism which hold

that nothing is impossible, that man is perfectible, that every

evil has a cure, and that every human problem has a solution.

He attributes the Southernerts difference in identity to the

fact that he has experienced contact with slavery and Recon-

struction. The Southerner's experience, he says, has often

been at variance with the American way of life and way of

viewing experience .27

This common experience of the Southerner with the tragedy

of mankind is an idea which serves to illuminate the way in

25Holman, 2p. cit., p. 73.

26C. Vann Woodward, "The Search for Southern Identity,"

The Burden of Southern Hist ory (Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 1968),
pp. 3-25.

27 Ibid., p. 1.
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which Ot Connor presents the problems of man in the terms of his

experience as human tragedy, because, as a Southerner, she is

well-equipped with the sensibilities to do so. The South has

a tradition of looking at experience with respect to the indi-

vidual in perspective that is at once regional and universal,

at once reflective of the exception to the American ideal of

success and the general tragedy of mankind.

A perspective on Flannery O'Connorts pessimistic outlook

on life, which has been noted and deplored critically,28 can

be better reached when one realizes that the South is "basi-

cally pessimistic in its social outlook and its moral

philosophy. 29 None of the critics, with the exception of

Richard M. Weaver3 0 and Robert B. Heilman,3 1 who were not

specifically writing about Flannery O'Connor, saw the corre-

lation between the South's experience and Flannery's writing.

Robert 0. Bowen, "Hope vs. Despair in the New Gothic
Novel, " Renascence, XIII (Spring, 1961), 147-152.

29
Woodward, 22. &jit., p. 21.

3 0 Richard M. Weaver, "Aspects of the Southern Philosophy,"
Southern Renascence: The Literature of the Modern South,
edited by Louis D. Rubin, Jr., and Robert D. Jacobs (Baltimore,
1953), pp. 14-30.

obert 1. Heilman, "The Southern Temper," Southern
Renascence- The Literature of the Modern South, edited by Louis
D. Rubin, Jr., and Robert D. Jacobs (Baltimore, 1953), pp. 3-13.
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Granville Hicks approximates an unerstafling of the connection

when he affirms the reality of the picture she gives of hua-

kind whet he says, "People Ie often as she says; ant they do

often express themselves in violent words and actions, as she

represents them, and not just in darkest Georgia either."32

A pessimistic outlook is not hart to understand, then, in

one who has grown up in the South. Woodward says, "The South's

preoccupation was with guilt, not with innocence, with the

reality of evil, not with the (ream of perfection," 3 3 For sueh

an outlook, O'Connor has been castigated by the critics, par-

ticularly Catholie critics, for the sense of what they think is

despair in her works. For example, Robert 0. Bowet is parti-

eularly indignant about her Catholic unorthodoxy in her

apparent disbelief in the operation of free will and redemption.

As Bowen says, "Literature is a statement of faith and hope.

When despair becomes its statement, the art has eaded."34

Bowen is much too narrow in his outlook when he fails to see

her basically pessimistic outlook only as a denial of her

Catholic faith and not as an outgrowth of her Southern mind.

3 2Graaville Hicks, "A Holy Kind of Horror," Satra
R1it wXLIK (July 2, 1966), 21.

3ootard, 2,jt., p.21. 3 Bowen, I. R.j., p. 152.
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O'Connor explained the basis for this apparent pessimism as the

outgrowth of the Southernerts vision of his own fall. As she

has said, "In the South we have, in however attenuated a form,

a vision of Moses' face as he pulverized our idols."35

The Southern ind has also traditionally dealt with two

groups of people in accordance with its own peculiar experience:

women and blacks. Although neither group has ever enjoyed in

America a particularly high status, the experience of both has

been unique in, their experience with the South. The attitudes

toward both have been shrouded in unreality and prejudice,

although both have been thought to be in particularly advan-

tageous positions, the women put on a pedestal by the Southern

chivalric code and the black subjugated by the myth of his

inferiority and the benevolence of his owners.

According to W. J. Cash in The Mind o the South, the

black was the major factor operative in the elevation of the

Southern woman to a pedestal loftier and lonelier than any in

history, with her special position being that of "perpetuator

of white superiority in legitimate line, and as a creature

absolutely inaccessible to the males of the inferior group.36

3 5Fannery O'Connor, "The Regional Writer," P. 59.

36W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York, 1941), p. 84.
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This elevation Cash attributes to her position of having to

ignore the consorting of her husband with black female slaves.

Since the harem-like aspect of slavery was all too gleefully

seized upon by the North to depict Southern men wallowing in

lechery (and such was too often the case), the Southerner felt

the white woman who was the embodiment of his household had

to be compensated and thus set up a system of what Cash calls

"gyne olatry 1:

On the one hand, the convention must be set up that
the thing simply did not exist, and enforced under
penalty of being shot; and on the other, the women must
be compensated, the revolting suspicion in the male that
he might be slipping into bestiality got rid of, by
glorifying her; the Yankee must be answered by pro-
claiming from the housetops that Southern Virtue, so
far from being inferior, was superior, not alone to
the North's but to any on earth, and adducing Southern
Womanhood in proof .37

Cash goes on to say that,

Such is the explanation of the fact that, from the
beginning, they justified--and sincerely justified--
violence toward the Negro as demanded in the defense of
woman, though the offenses of by far the greater number
of the victims had nothing immediately to do with
sex.,38

Ibid, p. 86.

3Ibidp. 116.
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Indicative of the hold that the legend of the Southern woman

still had as late as 1948 is the speech of a Mississippi

politician quoted by Lillian Smith in Killers of the Dream:

When God made the Southern woman he summoned his

angel messengers and He commanded them to go through all
the star-strewn vicissitudes of space and gather all there
was of beauty, of brightness and sweetness, of enchantment
and glamor, and when they returned and laid the golden
harvest at His feet He began in their wondering presence
the work of fashioning the Southern girl. He wrought
with the golden gleam of the stars, with the changing
colors of the rainbows hues and the pallid silver of
the moon. He wrought with the crimson that swooned in
the rosets ruby heart, and the snow that gleams on the
lilyts petal; then, glancing deep into His own bosom, He
took of the love that gleamed there like pearls beneath
the sunkissed waves of a summer sea, and thrilling this
love into the form He had fashioned, all heaven veiled
its face, for lo, He had wrought the Southern girl. 3 9

"The cult of Southern womanhoodn4O as Cash phrased it,

did not make life easier for the women so idolized, but instead

made it more difficult because such an ideal assigned to her

qualities which stunted her mentally, socially, and emotionally.

In this position she was not unlike the Negro who was assigned

his place and his attributes in accordance with what the

Southern white male wanted them to be rather than what they

39Lillian Smith, Killers of the Dream (New York, 1949),
p. 168.

4 0Cash, 2p. cit., p. 86.
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actually were. Lillian Smith depicts the way in which both

were used in order to fulfill a tradition and perform certain

roles regardless of the unreality of the situation.41

Flannery O'Connort s family was one of the first families

of Milledgeville, a heritage stretching back to plantation

days. One of Flannery's associates at college describes the

family this way:

[Flanneryts family is1 old and proud and genteel--
devoutly Catholic. Many of the friends of her mother
and her aunt and of her friends mothers and aunts are
more proper than the properest Bostonians; for "the
War" deprived their families of so much that had been
for generations dear to them that propriety long ago
assumed an importance hard for ordinary mortals--
Yankees, say--to understand.42

The old families of the South, like Flannery OlConnorts, were

among the most ardent followers of tradition, and, in the

South, tradition reaffirmed constantly the accepted roles for

all members of society, particularly women and blacks.

Josephine Hendin asserts her belief that her being "a

Southern Woman, the offspring of an old Georgia family" had

more to do with the way Flannery's character emerged than

4Smith, loc. cit.

Margaret Meaders, "Flannery Ot Connor: Literary Witch,
Colorado Quarterl, X (Spring, 1962), 379.
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even the Catholic Church.43 She noted the extent to which

Flanneryl s mother, Regina, was a dominant force in her life.

She says of Regina that, "It is impossible not to be struck by

this woman with hard blue eyes. She is indeterminately old

and looks deceptively frail among the Cline family portraits

that fill her parlors."44 The steely interior of a woman who

is very much a lady on the surface recalls the Southern stere-

otype in which a woman was trained early to exude magic but be

strong enough to run a plantation and astute enough to let the

man take the credit. Regina Ot Connor's love of family is

reflected in her keeping a gallery of departed relativest

photographs in her living room. Hendin remarks, "(Flannery's

portrait) has taken its place along-side of generation after

generation of Clines who are spoken of as still alive. Even

the furniture seems to have acquired some living, human qua-

lities. . . ."45 When Josephine Hendin visited Milledgeville

and talked with Regina O'Connor and the curator-manager of the

Cline House, an old mansion and ancestral home of the O'Connorts

and Clines, she got the impression that

43Josephine Hendin, The World of Flannery O'Connor

(Bloomington, Indiana, 1970), p. 4.

Ibid., p. 6. 45Ibid.

Mum
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. .*. O'Connor herself, in taking her place along-
side generation after generation of Cline ghosts, has
somehow achieved the status of a Heppelwhite chest.
She's displayed to advantage, her scars are concealed
or acknowledged as a sign of authenticity, and she is
said to contain all of those neatly folded Southern
virtues. She revered the traditions of her family, had
beautiful manners and [equanimity]. .046

Hendin goes far afield, though, in delineating these attributes

of a family which is still staunchly Southern and then deduces

that Flannery O'Connor hated her family's background and the

Southern tradition.

Another view of Regina O'Connor is given by Richard Gilman,

a friend and correspondent of Flannery's; in his review of

Mstery and Manners in 1969, he stresses the *martinet" qual-

ities of Flannery's mother whom he had observed on a visit to

Andalusia, the O'Connor farm near Milledgeville.4 7 He says,

There is something larger than life about her. . . .
Actually, she was a small, intense, enormously efficient
woman, who as she fussed strenuously and even tyrannically
over Flannery, gave off an air of martyrdom which was the
exact opposite of her daughter's quiet acceptance.48

4 6 Ibid., p. 7.

4 Richard Gilman, "On Flannery O'Connor, " New York Review
of Books, XIII (August 21, 1969), 24-26.

48Ibid., p. 26.



Gilman intimates that Regina O'Connor was an intensely prac-

tical woman when he relates an incident in which she harangued

him about the publishers of Flannery's novel not giving her

daughter enough money for the writing of The Violent Bear It

jyLyj. She was reminded by Gilman that it was not the kind of

novel to make a lot of money but one which would secure her

daughter's literary reputation. To Gilman's comment that this

was the important thing she replied, "Important thing Repu-

tations don't buy groceriest"k9 Regina O'Connor thus made

sounds very much like Mrs.May in "Greenleaf' who has such a

disconcerting mixture of qualities, among which are great

pretensions to the code of who is good and acceptable in

society and a practicality which is extreme in its efficiency.

The roots of Flannery's family structure then go back to

slaveholding days and an aristocratic background. In this she

was like a great many Southerners who were firmly influenced by

the patriarchal structure of Southern society, patriarchy more

firmly entrenched by virtue of the plantation system than that

of the rest of American society.

The Southern woman and the black are linked in status be-

cause of this patriarchal social basis of the South. "Because

4 9 Ibid.
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they owned slaves and thus maintained a traditional landowning

aristocracy, southerners tenaciously held on to the patriarchal

family structure." 50 The patriarchal bases inculcated into

the Southern mind the basically submissive role of women and

black slaves, from whom any assertion of self was downright

rebellion and not to be borne. The black could be killed and

the woman could be accused of unsexing herself. Men who

ardently, eloquently, and steadfastly believed in slavery

believed also in womants basically inferior role. Both women

and black slaves had to be kept submissive to maintain the

status quo of white male superiority. A ruling class naturally

does not want to elevate to equal status those whom it is in

their best interest to keep inferior.

While the fear of the slave was of organized rebellion or

depredation, the fear of the woman took an ever more paranoic

form.

Partly, perhaps, that the women to whom they had
granted the custody of conscience and morality might
apply that conscience to male behavior--to sharp trading
in the market place, to inordinate addiction to alcohol,
to nocturnal visits to the slave quarters. Men were

50Anne Firor Scott, The Southern Lad : From Pedestal to
Politics 183q-1930 (Chicago, 1970), p.1 6 .

Ibid., p. 19.



aware, too, that the woman who had been so firmly put
in her place, the home, often showed unusual power within

that restricted domain. She raised the children; she set

the standards for behavior.5 1

And yet the standards for behavior which she herself had learned

were imprisoning ones, ones which taught her to bring up her

children, particularly her daughters, in the same restricting

manner as that of her own rearing. As Lillian Smith phrased

it, their own upbringing often made Southern women "silly sta-

tues" and "psychic children." 5 2

Those who broke out of the mold were supposed to be re-

pressing their truly feminine qualities in favor of unwomanly

ones. In the ablitionist movement and the suffrage struggle,

women were subjected to the most slanderous comment and bit-

terest invective because of their daring to advocate the over-

turning of male dominance. In the South, such was particularly

the case in view of the flourishing of "gyneolatry." Women

strove under this system for perfection in their zeal to per-

petuate the legend and they were taught to strive so by that

same legen..

5 hbid., p. 19.

5 2 Smith, 2 . it., p. 149.



43

Churches, schools, parents, books, magazines,
all promulgated the same message: be a lady and you will

be loved and respected and supported. If you defy the

pattern and behave in ways considered unladylike you will

be unsexed, rejected, unloved, and you will probably
starve.53

The patriarchal link between woman and blacks is thus

historically apparent in the United States and particularly in

the South, with its moralizing against the equal status of

either the woman or the black, seeking instead to propogate

the inferiority of both groups and to keep them subservient,

the one under the cloak of deified Southern womanhood and the

other first under slavery and then under Jim Crow. The will

of God in this manner was often brought in to justify this

state of affairs, the Bible being cited as the authority for

the subservience of women and blacks .

Certain traditions regarding the place of woman and black

were present in the heritage of Flannery O'Connor. There are

a great many women in the fiction of Flannery OConnor but

very few blacks, and, when they do appear, they are in sub-

servient and highly predictable roles. Critics have remarked

of the lack of social consciousness in Flannery O'Connor's

3 Scott, p. c., p. 21.



fiction54 and it does seem remarkable that her fiction does not

contain any appreciable statements about the social discontent

in the years after the 1954 Supreme Court decision and civil

rights legislation.

On the subject of the racial situation, she once remarked

to an interviewer about the hardships being encountered in the

dealings of one race with another,

It requires considerable grace for two races to live
together, particularly when the population is divided

about 50-50 between them and when they have our parti-
cular history. It can't be done without a code of
manners based on mutual charity.55

This code of manners she said had developed out of the Civil

War's aftermathwhen "formality became a condition of survi-

val."56 Her dependence on the theory of the efficiency of

manners is expressed further in her belief that "when you have

a code of manners based on charity, then when the charity

fails--as it is going to do constantly--you've got those

banners there to preserve each race from small intrusions upon

54Stanley Edgar Hyman, Flannery O'Connor (Minneapolis,
1966), op. 10. Also, Louis D. Rubin, "Flannery O'Connor: A
Note on Literary Fashion," Critique, II (Fall, 1958), 15.

5 5 Flannery O'Connor, "Appendix," Mystery and Manners:
Occasional Prose, edited by Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (New
York, 1970), p. 233.

5 6 Ibid,
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the other." 57 O'Connor says that the facade of the uneducated

Southern Negro is a mask, a mechanism of manners to provide

for the defense of his privacy. She goes on to say that "All

this may not be ideal, but the Southerner has enough sense not

to ask for the ideal but only for the possible, the workable." 5 8

In this attitude she demonstrates the peculiar capacity of the

Southerner to accept what comes his way and to live with it,

an idea remarked on by Cash, as proceeding from the Southerner's

generally Christian belief in the inscrutability of God's will

and the need to accept what comes.59

Flannery O'Connor's belief in manners proceeds from her

conviction that the manners of the Southerner have provided

him with the social discipline which holds him and his fellow

Southerners, including the Negro, together and gives them a

sense of community. She stated, however, that

Now those old manners are obsolete, but the new
manners will have to be based on what was best in the
old ones--in their real basis of charity and necessity.
In practice, the Southerner seldom underestimates his

own capacity for evil. For the rest of the country,
the race problem is settled when the Negro has his
rights, but for the Southerner, whether he's white or
colored, that's only the beginning. The South has to

57Ibid., p. 234. 58Ibid. 59Cash, .c., p. 81.



evolve a way of life in which the two races can live
together with mutual forbearance. You don't form a
committee to do this or pass a resolution; both races
have to work it out the hard way. In parts of the South
these new manners are evolving in a very satisfactory
way, Ibut good manners seldom make the papers. 6 0

It was her idea, then, that the Negro and the white, both

Southerners, with the special characteristics in common which

made them both believe in the concept of good manners, a

carryover from the period of the war between the North and

South, would solve their problems together because of this

heritage.

The Soith as a major influence on Flannery O'Connor also

influenced her in regard to her religion. Although she was

a devout Catholic, she often affirmed the beneficial aspects

of being raised in a fundamentalist region, the Bible Belt.

The blessings she found for a Catholic novelist in the Pro-

testant South were many in number and varied in nature. The

south, she'aid, gave the Catholic novelist a sense of place,

the absence of which she gave as a reason for the failure of

any particular Catholic novel; absence of a place, according

o C)'Connor, diminishes the feeling in such a novel.6i

6oO'ConnL)r ,Op_. cit., p. 234.

61
Flannery O'Connor, "The Catholic Novelist in the Pro-

testant South," ys-ter and Manners: Occasional Prose, edited
by Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1970), p. 199.
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The Catholic novelist, she felt, is fortunate in the pos-

session of a sense of place if he lives in the South; other

Catholic novelists in other regions of the country have no

particular place which reflects their lives and problems. The

Catholic novelist in the South, she felt, is fortunate in that

he inhabits a particular region, which, while not having the

characteristics of a peculiarly Catholic religious life, does

possess a religious life. This facilitates his making belief

believable because the tradition of belief, and strong belief,

exists in his surroundings. Catholic novelists in the rest of

the country do not have this advantage because they do not

have the advantage of being writers in an area in which know-

ledge of the Bible is accepted and the religious life is

prevalent, in Its outward and inward manifestations, through

the fundamentalist religion.62

This religious life in the South she found beneficial to

herself and other Catholic novelists because she felt that the

writer needs a background of stories from which to write

fiction and the South is a story-telling region. The Scriptures,

she said, fill the need for this background in the South. The

62
Ib id.
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Catholic novelist would find a good place for his fiction here,

she smId, because even the poor have read the. Bible and. know

it, in contrast to the Catholic "to whom It is usually a pur-

suit of the educated.63 O'Connor felt that this story-

telling prE direction of the South had enriched the imaginations

of the Southern writer, whether Protestant or Catholic.

Another benefit of the Southern heritage, related. to the

story-telling nature of the South, was the ability, through

his knowledge of the Bible, of the Southerner to render abso-

lutes in concrete language, in the manner of the Hebrews. This

furthers the novelist's ability to make belief believable. The

Catholic novelst in the South also benefits, she believed,

from the Southerner's ability to deal in concretions because

ie, the Catholic, tended toward emphasis on the legal and log-

ica.64 He finds in the South those who feel their religion

and do not find it onl something to study.65

Although the South was the primary influence on Flannery

O'Connor, the influence of the Catholic Church must not be

denied since her many statements of devotion to Christian concerns

63Ibid., p. 23. 6 4Ibid., P. 205.

lIbid., pp. 206-207.



are on record.66 In examining the influences of the Catholic

Church on Flannery O' Connor, the question of whether she had

a polemical purpose, in view of her many protestations of

Christian faith, must be dealt with in order to assess the

depth to which her religion operates in her fiction. Carter

W. Martin in The True Country: Themes in the Fiction of

Flannrt O'Connor, says that

. . . she writes from an orthodox Christian point
of view but grinds no theological ax, unless the basic
Christian truth of man's fall from grace and his re-
demption through Christ's sacrifice be so construed.
She depicts mants fallen state in a procession of
characters who are proud, mean, intolerant, ignorant,
and generally sinful; but to each is offered the
opportunity of salvation. 6 7

This conclusion is reinforced by the statement of Flannery

O Connor, who once said that ". . . the writer should not

'begin a story with a system. You can forget about the system.

These are things that you believe; they may affect your writing

unconsciously. I don't think theology should be a acaffolding.'"68

66Flannery O Connor, "The Fiction Writer and His Country, "

Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose, edited by Sally and
Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1970), pp. 25 -35.

6 7Carter W. MartinPThe True Country: Themes in the Fiction
of F rjgney Of 'Connor (Nashville, 1969), p. 21.

68Martin, The True Countm, p. 18, quoting Flannery O'Connor,
"An Interview with Flannery O'Connor and Robert Penn Warren, "
Vagabond, IV (February, 1960), 14
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She had a thorough disdain for anyone who wrote with a con-

sciously doctrinal point of view; as she said, t hen the

Catholic novelist closes his own eyes and tries to see with

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

large body of pious trash for which we have so long been

famous."69 According to Flannery OtConnor, then, the Catholic

teachings should not be an apparent basis to the artist's

creation but should be a foundation upon which he builds. Yet

the total influence of his belief on his creation should be

unconscious.

This unconscious basis for a view of life she and Martin

identify as being sacramental. The sacraments of the Catholic

Church (baptism, confirmation, holy eucharist, penance, ex-

treme unction, holy orders, and matrimony) contain a whole body

of ideas which consciously or unconsciously affect the believer

in his relations with the world. This body of ideas is more

often explicit, but it is also implicit in assumptions which

might arise yet are not directly stated.

In comparison to the divisiveness of Protestant sects,

the Catholic Church has historically been relatively intact.

6D, Keith Mano, "Mystery and Manners,"N ew York Times

Book RevieM, May 25, 1969, p. 7.

4*
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Protestantism in Aterica has been further segmented by the for-

Matin oIf Negro Protestant sects. Although Negroes were

usually a sociated with white congregations before the Civil

War, there were the beginnings of separation which continued

and increased afterward. The Negro Protestant churches were

modeled after white denominations but separated along racial

und cultural lines and were called by different names.7 0  In

contrast to this historical Protestant divisiveness, when Negro

converts to Catholicism joined a church, they joined one with

white s who were also Catholic. White Protestant churches have

generally had no policy governing the gaining of non-white

converts to their faith; the Catholic Church does. Negroes who

have been converted to the Catholic faith have been on the

increase snce 1960, when the number of Catholic Negroes was

653,217 out of total of 18,000,000.71

From the fact of its increasing number of Negro converts

it can be deduced that there is something attractive about the

Catholic Church, and this could conceivably be its emphasis on

7 Will Herberg, Protestant-Catholic-Jew: _An Essay i

American Reliious Sociolo2g (Garden City, New York, 1960),
pp. 112-113.

T1Leo Rosten, editor, "Negroes in Roman Catholic Parishes,"
Religions in America (New York, 1963), p. 300.
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the convert, whether he be black or white, as a man in need of

the Church, rather than as a representative of a race. Mission-

ary activity by the Catholic Church among Negroes has been

particularly high in the South in the last two decades and

gains have been noted in the number of converts there also,

particularly in New Orleans .72 Catholics then have a tradition

of believing in the extension of the sacraments to all men in

order that they might be redeemed by grace and implementing

belief by welcoming black converts into the Church.

The sacramental view of life, characteristic of the true

Catholic believer, presupposes certain attitudes about women.

This view preaches that there is as original sin and with the

concept of the original sin there comes into view the old myth

of Eve's participation in the Fall of Man by virtue of her

being; seduced and in turn seducing. This view of original sin

dictates the baptizing of all infants in order to rid them of

the taint, caused by Eve and personified in Adam. The Catholic

position on women is not very much different from the traditional

one of the fundamentalist, who preaches continually against the

impurity of women; and nowhere is this more fervently preached

72
Ibid.
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than in the fundamentalist South. Taking as their text the

apparently misogynistic letters of St. Paul, the preachers of

the South 2ave traditionally taught the submissive role of women

Lnd their duty to pay deference to male supremacy. The worship

of Mary does not negate this view since Mary is a special case;

she does not impart the special nature of her own elevation to

her sex.

The historical position of the Catholic Church on contra-

oeption emphasizes the purely subservient role of the woman

and reduces her to the biological role of being the instrument

of procreation. Sex with her is to be enjoyed only in view of

the production of children; any other purpose is sinful. Again

we s[e the doctrine of impurity. This position has not been

liberalized today, and certainly was not in Flannery OConnor's

time.

The sacraments of holy orders and matrimony also reaffirm

womants position in the lexicon of the Church; she must either

take a vow of chastity and submit herself to the Church or she

must marry and submit herself to her husband.

Women who seek a status above their historical inferiority

and seek this not in marriage or holy orders are admonished by

Bishop Fulton J. Sheen to remember that

ROOM-



Life to a man is personal; life to a woman is other-
ness. She thinks less in terms of perpetuation of self
and more in terms of perpetuation of others--so much so,
that in her devotedness she is willing to sacrifice her-
self for others. To the extent that a career gives her
no opportunity for either she becomes defeminized. If
these qualities cannot be given an outlet in a home and
a family, they must nevertheless find other substitutions
in works of charity, in the defense of virtuous living,
and in the defense of right, as other Claudias enlighten
their political husbands. Then womants work as a money
earner becomes a mere prelude and a condition for the
display of equity, which is her greatest glory.73

Women have historically been so admonished that their status

lies in keeping the world moral and subjecting themselves to

the rule of others, particularly males. A woman who does not

choose to live a life of "otherness" is condemned as defeminized

and unwomanly, for those are the qualities, feminity and woman-

liness, most desired by women.

Both the woman and the black in the South, as elsewhere,

but with particular emphasis on the South because of its im-

prisonment of both in molds, the woman in the Cult of South

Womanhood, the black in the peculiar institution, slavery, have

been assigned particular roles and castigated if they failed

to see that these roles were the only ones they could be ex-

pected to fill.

Bishop Fulton J. Sheen, The World's First Love (New
York 1952), p. 182.
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Such historical similarities in the roles of women and

blacks in the South are particularly interesting in the operation

of their respective roles on the consciousness of Southerners.

The fiction of Flannery O'Connor reveals the extent to which

the Catholic Church in her Southern upbringing and the South

itself had on her in the depiction of women and blacks.



CHAPTER III

REFLECTIONS OF PRINCIPAL ENVIRONMENTAL INFLUENCES

IN TEE FICTION OF FLANNERY O'CONNOR

That the influence of the South and of the Catholic Church

are integral to an understanding of the writings of Flannery

O'Connor is readily apparent in an examination of her fiction.

She was not a regional writer in the strictly local color tra-

dition; nevertheless, her region left its mark on her conscious-

ness. She was not an apologist for the Catholic faith, however

strongly she proclaimed her orthodox beliefs, but her religious

upbringing furnished her a frame of reference which was qualified

by the religious milieu of her youth, the Protestant, fundamen-

talist Bible Belt,. The combining of the two religious traditions

was a powerful influence on her literary art, as is demonstrated

by her frequent choice of the fundamentalist to bear her theo-

logical message. This choice of a hero has been termed

brilliant, although others have noted that O'Connor depicts

Stanley Edgar Hyman, Flannery O'Connor (Minneapolis,
1966), p. 40.

56
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Protestant fundamentalism as a "joyless, self-conscious, text-

dry, hide-bound religion of suspicion and jpocrisyA2

In trying to impress upon her audience the aptness of her

choice of metaphor, O'Connor stated that she found the Protes-

tant fundamentalist more dramatic, less subtle in the practice

of his religion than the Catholic, who could in the taking of the

sacraments express his religious fervor. 3  In addition to the

dramatic appeal of the fundamentalist himself, Flannery O Connor

found his belief not entirely foreign to her own Catholic

dogma: Christ was the Messiah, He was born of a virgin, He

was crucified, He rose from the dead on the third day. There

are, naturally, departures from these basic similarities, but

they do exist, and it is significant that Flannery O'Connor saw

the affinity between the religions4 as well as the advantages

of being a Catholic novelist in the Protestant South.5

Basic dogma is not the only point of similarity between

the Southern fundamentalist and the Catholic, since each

2William A. Fahey, "Flannery O'Connor's 'Parkerts Back', "

Renascence, XX (Spring, 1968), 164.

3 Hyman,p .. it., pp. 40-41.

4 Louise Hardeman Abbott, "Remembering Flannery O'Connor,"
Southern Literary Journal, II (Spring, 1970), 8-9.

5Flannery O'Connor, "The Catholic Novelist in the Protes-
tant South," Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose, edited by
Sally and Robert Fitzgerald (New York, 1970), pp. 191-209.
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promulgates standards which are translated into overt expression

in conjunction with cultural and social models. Standards which

have been disseminated by Southern culture have thus combined

with the religious tradition to produce certain ideas about the

nature of women and blacks. A few of these notions ought to be

mentioned to support such contentions.

First, both Southerners and Catholics have assumed that

there are certain truths about women, an important one being

that there is a place for a woman which she should occupy with

equanhimity and even happiness. Her ultimate fulfillment should

lie in her acceptance of this place. She has been taught, as

she will teach her daughters, that the chief function of a

woman is to create a happy home; if she is a Catholic, she may

add that Perhaps the end of woman can be the taking of the veil,

thus finding in holy orders her special kind of marriage, to

the Church.6 In any case, she finds ultimately her form of

submission if she is to conform to societal or religious con-

vention. This submissive complex is closely akin to that

which has been taught the black in the South, and elsewhere,

for that matter, for many years. 7

6Pope Pius XI, "Christian Marriage,t" Catholicism, edited
by George Brantl (New York, 1962), pp. 211-212.

T Gunnar Myrdal, "Appendix 5: A Parallel to the Negro
Problem," An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and Modern
DemOcracy (New York, 1944), p. 1077.
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Second, the doctrine of the impurity of women, embodied in

the stories of the Creation and the Fall in the Old Testament

and reinforced by the New Testament, particularly the writings

of St. Paul, has caused men to view women with dislike and even

contempt, a contempt which is reflected in society and which is

observable in the adverse reaction of many to the movement for

equality for women.

Third, superiority in the South and within the churches

has been reserved traditionally for the white male by virtue of

his sex and color and in accord with the idea of female and

black submissiveness. Until the recent decade, black churches

had acquiesced in this position by promulgating a suffering-

servant, otherworldly theology which emphasized the transitory

nature of this world and the hope of better treatment in the

next.8 The woman has usually been subdued culturally by means

of the ideal of Southern womanhood that promulgated an impossible

standard and religiously by the indoctrination of the belief

that woman's role is that of subordination in keeping with the

assignatior in the Bible. The black, similarly, has been

subdued culturally by the idea of black inferiority and

8Winthrop S. Hudson, Religion in America: An Historical
Account of the Development ofAmerican Religious Life, second
edition (New York, 1973), p. 351.
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religiously by perversion of the Old Testament in the malediction

hurled at one of his sons by Noah.9 Thus the white males place

has been securely established by the fostering and circulation

of such legends and notions as these.

In Flannery O'Connor's case, religious beliefs were quite

strong, probably as strong as the cultural infusion of the South

upon her consciousness. Her fiction, then, presents a peculiar

rendering of the woman and the black; her portrayals of both are

at once predictable and unusual. The picture of women in her

fiction has an almost misogynist tint, while her portrayal of

the black is a curious mixture of the Southern paternalistic

pattern and the more progressive liberal attitude. Both pictures

give to her writing another facet of the fascinating difference

which has distinguished Flannery O'Connor from other twentieth

century novelists.

The black and the famale characters in the fiction of

Flannery O'Connor fall into definite categories which reflect

the operative influences on her writing; thus both women and

9In Genesis 9:20-27, Noah condemns his son Ham and Ham's
descendants to eternal servitude because of the son's viewing
his father's nakedness. This account was often cited as the
original scriptural justification for black slavery, although
many scriptures were quoted to reinforce this original edict.
Arthur Young Lloyd, TheSlave Controversy 181-186o (Chapel
Hill, 1939), pp. 162-193.



blacks can be classified as belonging to certain distinct types.

There are four major categories of characters which will be

examined in this chapter: the dragons (dominating, self-

assertive characters); the dissemblers (socially, economically

subordinate characters); the intellectuals (educated and/or

professional persons); the sensuals (predominantly physical

characters). Within these classifications the two groups,

who are historically similar in their goals and treatment,

will be compared and contrasted according to their depiction

in OtConnor's fiction; the sources and expressions of their

position as they have derived from the cultural and religious

influences upon the writer will be examined. In essence, this

chapter will define those ideas and attitudes in terms of their

literary expression in O'Connor's depiction of the woman and

the black.

The Dragons

The dragons are the dominating and self-assertive blacks

and women In Flannery O'Connor's fiction. They represent

types of chAracters whose depictions show O Connor to be tra-

ditional, yet individualistic and realistic in her character-

izations. Her dragon women differ significantly from the

clinging vine of Southern legend. The dragons emerge from the
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O'Connor fictional world as generally distasteful people. The

dragon women differ significantly from the dominating, self-

assertive blacks in this respect; the black emerges from

OtConnor's fiction as a definitely sympathetic character.

Thus Flannery O'Connor shows an attitude which can admit to

the rationality of the aggressive black, but which cannot

admit to the same rationality in her dealings with women of

the saye temperament.

These dragon women are antithesis to the submissive ideal

of Southern and Catholic standards. With only two exceptions,

none is presently married. Those who have been married and

who are mothers dominate husband and children to the point of

suffocation and frustration. With again a couple of exceptions,

all are widows and farm owners, usually of dairy farms. These

dragon women are the most villainous of O'Connor's characters

and demonstrate the deadly sin of pride, a condition which

directly proceeds from the Catholic catalog of sins. This

offensive display of pride and the assumption of these women

of a dominance that neither the Catholic Church nor Southern

culture allows them directly account for their villainy and

damation in the authorial view.
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Flannery O'Connor' s most obnoxious portrait of the prideful

woman is Mrs. May of "Greenleaf."10 Her pride in herself knows

no bounds; she is the strongest of the strong and she intends

to control her life completely, even to the extent of con-

trolling her own mortality. "It 11 die when I get good and

ready," she says.11 Robert Drake says that Mrs. May's hubris

is particularly indicative of '"the cardinal sin in Miss

O'Cnnor's works."12 Mrs. May's inordinate self-esteem is

predicated on having made a success out of a rundown dairy

farm; her only real satisfaction in life arises from contem-

plation of her accomplishment in making the farm a paying

proposition against a hostile environment. "'Everything is

against you,' she would say, 'the weather is against you and

the dirt is against you and the help is against you. They're

all in league against you. Therets nothing for it but an iron

handt."13 The implications of Mrs. May's hardness are summed

Flannery O'Connor, "Greenleaf,," Everything That Rises
Must Conveg, (ew York, 1965), rp. 53-80.

Ibid., p. 65.

1 2 Robert Drake, "IThe Bleeding Stinking Mad Shadow of
Jesus' in the Fiction of Flannery O'Connor," Comparative
Literature Studies, III (No. 2, 1966), p. 191.

1 3
"Greenleaf., T1 pp. 65-66.
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up by Ruth Vande Kieft, who says, "In destructive opposition

to her true womanly nature, both physical and spiritual, she

has become a woman of iron."

Mrs. Day's arrogance is particularly distasteful to her

almost ex delusively male environment. Greenleaf, her hired

man, issues commentary throughout the story which censures Mrs.

May for her usurpation of the traditionally male role of domi-

nation in the economic sphere. Her recognition of this attitude

is epitomized in her reaction to the failure of Greenleaf'Is

sons to retrieve their scrub bull from her property.

"They didn't come because It'm a woman, t " she said,
"You can get away with anything when you're dealing
with a woman. If there were a man running this
place . p.'"

Quick as a snake striking, Mr. Greenleaf said,
"You got two boys. They know you got two men on the
place. "15

Mr. Greenleaf is the spokesman for the societal and religious

conviction that ascendancy is a male prerogative. This at-

titude reflects a patriarchal fear of the domination of men

by the woman who becomes powerful.1 6 That this view is

1 4 Ruth Vande Kieft, "Judgment in the Fiction of Flannery
O'Connor," Sewanee Review, LXXVI (Spring, 1968), 348.

15 'Gre enleaf," p. 74.

16Katharine M. Rogers, The Troublesome Helpmate: A History

of MisoLgyn j Literature (Seattle, 1966), p. 275.
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indicative of the authorial stance on the subject is evidenced

by the wholly distasteful character of Mrs. May and the india-

tion that the Greenleafs are justly flourishing because their

adherence is to the natural order of male ascendancy and olose-

ness to nature. Mrs. May hates and fears the Greanleaf sons

because she cannot bear the presence of potent men, who, to her,

are hostile and destructive.17 Mrs. May's perception of Green-

leafts distaste pronpts her perverse amusement; she reflects

on Greenleafts reluctance to shoot the bull that "he'd like

to shoot me instead of the bull. . . and turned her face away

so that he could not see her smile.

Another aspect of the characterization of Mrs. May is the

presentation of her as an example of a type found. in much of

O'Connor's fiction, that of the "superhuman and omnipotent"

mother.1 9 Josephine Hendin views all the stories in Every-

tn That RIss Must n as a commentary on the necessity

of a child's confronting his parent in a conflict which is

characterized by that child's agony, fury, and impotency. 2 0

1 7 JosEphine Hendin, The World of Flannery O'Connor
(Bloomington, Indiana, 1970), p. 115.

18"Greenleaf," p. 76. 1 9endin, o ., p. 99.

201b.
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Carter W. Martin notes that, although the reader can admire

Mrs. May for her "ability to cope with the problems of this

world unsentimentally and decisively, ,21 Flannery O'Connor

shows clearly that Mrs. May's "apparent virtues are her vices." 22

The author condemns Mrs. May for her usurpation of male position

and the stifling of her children.

O'Connor demonstrates that Mrs. May is to be condemned also

because of her religious insensibility. "She was a good Chris-

tian woman with a large respect for religion though she did

not, of course, believe any of it was true.tt23 She thinks

that "the word, Jesus, should be kept inside the church building

like other words inside the bedroom.,"24 She is disgusted by

the prayer healing of Mrs. Greenleaf, whom she finds one day

"flat in the dirt over her buried clippings of morbid stories,

a huge human mound, her legs and arms spread out as if she were

trying to wrap them around the earth." 2 5  She explodes indig-

nantly, "JesuS would be ashamed of you. He would tell you to

get up from there this instant and go wash your children's

clothes." 2  Mrs. May firmly believes that Mrs. Greenleaf has

21Carter W. Martin, The True Country: Themes in the Fiction

of Flannery O' Connor, (Nashville, 1969), p. 231.

Ibid. 23"Greenleaf, p. 60. 241Ibid.

2r- i. 26
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let religion warp her; it seems to the perceptive reader that

O'Connor believes that it is not Mrs. Greenleaf who is warped,

but Mrs. May.27

Thelma J. Shinn observes that, in O'Connorts fictional

world, women in particular are oblivious to God and grotesque

in nature.28  (Shinn uses the word "grotesque,' here to indicate

the warped nature of the individual as paralleling that same

quality in the world.) Although Mrs. May is the most repre-

hesible example of the "1self-intoxicated" woman as opposed

to the "God-intoxicated" man,29 the other dragon women show

themselves to be comparable to her in this and other similar

c haratcteristcs.

Mrs. Cope, of "A Circle in the Fire, ,30 is also afflicted

with the sin of pride in her accomplishment s in subduing the

land and in making her farm pay. In an echo of Mrs. May's

sentiments, she says,

Drake, loc. cit.

8 Thelma J. Shinn, "Flannery O'Connor and the Violence of
Grat," Wisconsin Studies in Contemporary Literkture (Winter,
1968), 62.

2Hymcan, _2.p. .2it., p. 34.

30Flannery O'Connor, "A Circle in the Fire,",Three
Flantnery O!Connor: Wise Blood, AQGood Man is Hard to Find, The
Violent Bea r It Awy (New York, 1964), pp. 215-232. All sub-
sequent references to the story are from this edition.



68

"I have the best kept place in the county and do you
know why? Because I work. Itve had to work to save
this place and work to keep it." She emphasized each
word with the trowel. "I dontt let anything get ahead
of me and Itm not always looking for trouble. I take it
as it comes."31

Like Mrs. May, she views nature as a malevolent force which

eternally pursues her and which she must always thwart.

Mrs . Cope contends also with a hostile male environment;

the appearance of three boys at her farm one day unnerves her.

Powell Boyd, the middle-sized one of the three, had at one

time lived on the farm but had moved to Atlanta. He views the

land in a different way than does Mrs. Cope; he despises the

city and longs for the farm and the horses he used to ride

there. It is revealed by one of the other boys that "he said

when he died he wanted to come here.tt32

Powell and his friends voice hostility toward women in

general. In a revelation of such contempt, W. T., the largest

of the boys, says to the hired hand, Hollis Pritchard, "I

never seen a place with so many damn women on it, how do you

stand it here?"33 At another point, upon seeing Sally Virginia

Cope, he says, "Jesus, another woman." 3 4

3 1 Ibid ., pp. 217-218. 3 2Ibid., p. 220.

3Ibid., p . 225. 34Ibid .
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The authorial view in "A Circle in the Fire," as in "Green-

leaf," is that of an immensely prideful woman being brought low

in the presence of the truly admirable, in this case the boys'

refusal to let Mrs. Cope assert ownership of the land. It is

an index of her extreme self-exaltation that she affirms her

dominion over the land and all that s on it. As Carter W.

Martin evaluates Mrs. Cope,

[The) religious point is drawn in terms of her failure
to rise above her lack of generosity. Justice. . .
comes to her in the form of fire set by the boys in her
woods. This traditional symbol of purgatorial purifica-
tion is unmistakably indicated by the title of the story,
"A Circle in the Fire.tt35

Martin characterizes Mrs. Cope as one who rejects grace that

is offered making Mrs. Cope one of Ot Connor's irreligious

women who "are aware enough of religious values and believe in

them, but who fail to act upon their belief or to see a corre-

lation between it and the moral problems that confront them.136

Pride assumes the same proportions in the overbearing Mrs.

Turpin, of "Revelation,",3 7 who is full of self-love and self-

laudation.

35Martin, _OP. ' t ., pp. 35-36 . 36Ibid., p. 31.

Flannery Ot Connor, "Revelation," Everything That Rises
Must Converge (New York, 1965), pp. 213-238.
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"If'it's one thing I am," Mrs. Turpin said with
feeling, "it's grateful. When I think who all I could
have been besides myself and what all I got, a little
of everything, and a good disposition besides, I just
feel like shouting, t Thank you, Jesus, for making
everything the way it ist' It could have been
different ,38

Her hubris, though more good-natured, is just as reprehensible

as that of Mrs. May or Mrs. Cope although Robert Drake believes

that the picture of Mrs. Turpin is a compassionate one. He

says, in comparing Mrs. Turpin to other conceited women, "She,

however, is not so far gone in pride as the Mrs. McIntyres and

Mrs. Mays. (One wonders whether it is significant here that

Mrs. Turpin has a living husband to whom she is devoted.) 3 9

Drake, however, has misread the story in asserting that Mrs.

Turpin is a sympathetic character; the author clearly condemns

her for her self-congratulatory airs. Her pride, coupled with

her insensibility to the need for redemption, show her to be,

as Stanley Edgar Hyman says, "destined for helln40 Granville

Hicks concurs in the latter view, saying that "in my view Miss

O'Connor rewards Laodicean Mrs. Turpin with a view of herself

38 Ibid., p. 226.

3 9 Robert Drake, Flanner O'Connor A Critical Essay
(Grand Rapid s, Michigan, 1966), p. 29.

4 Hyman, )p. cit., p. 36.
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in hell.? 1 In the O'Connor view the sin of pride and the

rejection of redemption carry with them deserved damnation;

she feels no compassion for these people, as Hicks has ob-

served.42

Mrs. Turpin exemplifies another of the common character-

istics of the dragon women. She adheres to traditional modes

of conduct and, engages in endless analyses of class structure,

an activity which often occupies her time until she falls

asleep exhausted. with the effort. Mrs. Turpin as a white

woman naturally puts herself at the top of the social scale.

The humor with which O'Connor shows Mrs. Turpin's airs does

wot negate the harshness of the author's indictment of Mrs.

Turpints pretensions. The acne-scarred college student Mary

Grace who explodes in fury at the mouthings of both Mrs.

Turpin and her own mother about the problems of dealing with

recalcitrant, gratefull daughters and with Negroes is the

instrument whereby Mrs. Turpin is set on the road to self-

knowledge. Through Mary Grace the author expresses her own

conviction that the Mrs. Turpins of this world need a good,

41Granville Hicks, "A Holy Kind of Horror," Saturday

Review, XLIX (July 2, 1966), 21.

42Granville Hicks, "A Cold, Hard Look at Humankind,"

Saturday Review, XLVIII (May P9, 1965), 24.
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strong blast to awaken them from their smug complacency.

Like Mrs. Turpin, the grandmother in "A Good Man Is Hard

to Find"43 is another upholder of outmoded and empty standards

of gentility. The grandmother causes the destruction of her

entire family when she insists on taking a side trip to see an

old mansion; the mansion symbolizes the old South that she

reverences, an emblem of a way of life that is gone. In the

same way that she reverences the trappings of the antebellum

South, she dresses well for the automobile trip so that "in

case of an accident, anyone seeing her dead on the highway

would know at once that she was a lady. "k Like Mrs. Turpin,

the grandmother believes that gentility consists of an outward

appearance, that personal appearance is indicative of class.

The grandmother believes that, in an earlier day, people were

really genteel; "children were more respectful of their native

states and their parents and everything else. People did

right then." 45 This view of the goodness of the past is

reiterated in her conversations with Red Sammy and his wife

in The Tower when she says., "People are certainly not nice

like they used to be.,"146 This statement takes on ironic

43Flannery O' Connor, "A Good Man Is Hard to Find, i Three

)2 Flannery O'Connor (New York, 1964), pp. 129-143.

Ibid., p. 130. *Ibid., 131. 46Ibid. P 133.



73

overtones when one views the politeness with which the Misfit

dispatches the whole family. Her reference to the Misfit as

one of her own children at the moment of her death symbolizes

the authorial view that an affirmation of a dead standard,

hence a sterile one, produces rootless and valueless children.47

While the grandmother makes a deity of the past, she is

not alone in her worship of days of old. Mrs. McIntyre of

"The Displaced Person48 has the same morbid predilection; her

devotion is founded on the remembrance of the Judge, her first

husband, to whose memory she remains dedicated. The standards

represented by the Judge, those of wealth and gentility, are

her religious tenets; they replace the true acceptance of

redemption so necessary for Flannery O'Connor's characters.

Besides making a fetish of the Judge t s study, Mrs. McIntyre

perverts the religious impulse further by being a disciple of

a "managerial religion"?k9 which is concerned only with her

money, her property, her possessions, and her image in the

eyes of others.50 Mrs. McIntyre, along with the other dragon

47 0Henin, . 2I. p. 37.
48 Flannery O'Connor, "The Displaced Person," Three u

Flanner O'Connor (New York, 1964), pp. 262-299.
49Robert Fitzgerald, "The Countryside and the True

Country," Sewanee Review, LXX (Summer, 1962), 389.

Martin, .21 cit., p. 32.
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ladies, represents that O'Connor female archetype, the irre-

ligious woman, the most consistent deniers of grace offered.

Clearly the displaced person allegorically represents
an opportunity for Mrs. McIntyre to accept grace; and it
is an opportunity that is first passed up in the name of
mortality and later violently disposed. . . . The reli-
gious implications of her guilt are boldly shown by
the continuing visits of the priest and the persistent
Christian symbol of the peacock in contrast to the dis-
integration of her life .'51

Mrs. McIntyre'v participation in the death of Guizac,

the Polish Catholic who is the title character, arises from a

historical bete noire of the South, miscegenation. The Southern

white woman has traditionally been considered the epitome of

sexual purity and the pedestal upon which she has been put

demonstrates the effectiveness of the propagation of this

idea.52 Mrs. McIntyre had called Guizac her salvation but,

when she learns that he is engaged in a scheme to extricate

his young cousin from a displaced person's camp in Europe by

marrying her to one of the Negro farmhands, she cannot contain

her horror at the threat of a black-white sexual relationship.

Besides the spectre of miscegenation, Guizacts solution to his

1Ibid., pp. 33-34.

52
2W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York, 1941), p.

E6.



75

problem fills Mrs. McIntyre with fury at what she feels is a

personal betrayal.

Flannery O'Connor shows in the character of Mrs. McIntyre

an example of the worst traits of the women in the fiction.

Mrs. McIntyre's participation in the murder of Guizac, along

with Mrs. Shortly and the two Negroes, Astor and Sulk, results

from her adherence to sterile codes of conduct, her belief in

the necessity of sexual purity of white women, her inordinate

pridE, and her religious insensibility. The group watching

Guizac die are analogous to those standing around the cross

at Calvary and the damnation they deserved is visited upon

Mrs. McIntyre, whose disintegration is so vividly pictured

at the close of the story. The peacock symbolizes the Christ,

and his presence at the end of the story, still haunting the

house where Mrs. McIntyre is existing in such a debilitated

condition, illustrates the judgment of the eternal upon her

for her rejection of redemption.

Mrs. May, Mrs. Cope, Mrs. Turpin, the grandmother, and

Mrs. McIntyre have, thus, many characteristics in common, not

the least of which is the perversion of the true religious

impulse. Religion to them is the pragmatism which rules their

lives; in any test of true faith, they are weighed in the

balance and found wanting. With the exception of the con man



Hoover Shoats, alias Onnie Jay Holy, of Wise Blood, these are

the most culpable of O Connor's most detestable characters,

the irreligious. In regard to such characterization, Robert

Drake says;

I have suggested earlier that it may be significant
that many of Miss O'Connor's most deadly characters are
women. :Did she believe in some sort of spiritual double
standard? If so, it may have been only in consonance
with her thoroughly sacramental view of the whole
Creation.53

The Roman Catholic Church's insistence upon the role of women

as emulators of Mary and upholders of spiritual values Drake

denies as an active influence upon O'Connor's characterizations

of females, but he reckons without the absolute insistence of

that church upon the womants subsidiary role. Such a view is

present in Flannery O'Connor's negative portrayal of the strong,

dominating women heretofore mentioned. Drake offers another

explanation:

. . . Perhaps itts just that all such writers look on
woman. . . as a creature more in tune, more in harmony
with, and closer to nature and as such the proper

conserver of its values. And when she perverts or dis-
torts the natural order, she c oes become, at least in
their work, doubly culpable.54

5 3Robert Drake, "The Paradigm of Flannery O'Connor's

True Country," Studies in Short Fiction, VI (Summer, 1969), 440.

54Ib Id.

46, 1- ..
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Drake overlooks the special nature of the legend of the Southern

woman and immerSion of her in its value system in the idea of

womants place as the conserver of values. The Roman Catholic

belief in original sin and woman s place in the scheme of

things intensifies this cultural bias; the original sin concept

operate es on consciousness in such a way that women who upset

the natural order of things according to the teachings of the

Bible are damnable.

Not only are these dragon women condemned for their ac-

tions in a social and religious context, but they also pervert

the familial relationship, as in the case of Mrs. May. The

mother-child relationship in Flannery O'Connor's fiction is

one fraught with discord and distaste. The dragon mothers are

involved in no reciprocal relationship with their children;

instead they stifle, smother, and frustrate their children.

The mother of the rebellious adolescent, Mary Grace, in

"Revelation," is such a type. Her moralizing and thinly veiled

criticisms of her daughter, expressed to Mrs. Turpin, contrib-

ute to the discomfort and rage of the poor, fat, ugly Mary

Grace. The comments on her ingratitude and the general use-

lessness of Negroes cause the rage within her to erupt and

Mary Grace flings her heavy textbook at Mrs. Turpints head.

4 - . - ":-'. -- l-.- , .0,0. ,
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The rage Mary Grace feels at her own mother, a rage she cannot

express overtly, finds in Mrs. Turpin a convenient substitute.

Josephine Hendin feels that the mother figure is the most

hideous incarnation of woman in the writings of Flannery O'Connor.

She notices that these superhuman mothers have the ability to

literally destroy their children through the overwhelming power

their nature gives them. She observes that, in the posthumous

Collection of stories, Everything That Rises Must Converge,

"what explodes from these stories is the sheer agony of con-

fronting a mother whose insensitivity renders you furious and

whose politeness makes you impotent."55 The omnipotence of

these mothers, Hendin contends, is of such an immense nature

that "it sometimes takes the combined force of Nature, Black

Power, Technology, and Social Progress to defeat [themj."56

Mary Grace's mother is not the only mother of the dragon

variety whose treatment of her offspring earns her the distaste

of the reader and the author; Mrs. Fox of "The Enduring

Chill"57 is another example. Both of Mrs. Fox's children,

Asbury and Mary George, are the products of the stultifying

55Hendin, 2. cit, p. 99. 56Ibid., p. 100.

5 7Flannery O'Connor, "The Enduring Chill," Everything
That Rises Must Convere (New York, 1965), pp. 109-139.
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atmosphere which the mother has created and which is pervasive

in the Fox household. Mrs. Fox vexes her son, Asbury, who

returns from New York (after his failure to become. true

artist and creator of fiction) convinced of his imminent death.

He blames that failure on his mother who he believes has stifled

any creativity he might have shown. Her will has always re-

pressed his every impulse; he hopes to convince her of her

guilt by leaving her a letter with her culpability spelled out.

. . . It was not that she had ever forced her way on him.
That had never been necessary. Her way had simply been
the air he breathed and when at last he had found other
air, he couldn't survive in it. He felt that even if
she didn't understand at once, the letter he would leave
when he died would leave her with an enduring chill and
perhaps in time lead her to see herself as she was. 5 8

Mrs. Fox's insensitivity to the needs of her children is

revealed In her attitudes toward both of them. She denigrates

Mary George's spinsterhood and reduces the aspirations of her

son to the level of an eccentric hobby. After Asbury tells

her that he has returned for good, she exclaims, "Wonderfult

. . .. You can have a little studio in your room and in the

mornings you can write plays and in the afternoons you can

help in the dairy.,'59

58Ibid., p. 118.

14 -, 1--- 1 N W - I-w 4 -4-
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Mrs. Fox's other traits link her incontrovertibly to the

other dragon ladies. She represents another distasteful aspect

of the dragon women, their crass materialism. Mrs. Fox is more

interested in making her farm profitable than in nurturing any

aspirations her children may have. Her very real accomplish-

tents in making herself economically independent are denigrated

by the author, who emphasizes the negative aspects of her

character. Mrs. Fox worships success, but in particular material

and social success. Her daughter, Mary George, the principal of

a county elementary school, does not earn her mother's respect

since Mary George has had no marital success. Asbury's failure

to establish himself as a successful literary person mark him

as a less serious failure in his mother's eyes since his home-

coming marks his return to good sense.

Another of the dragon mothers, although a more retiring

tye, is the mother of the aging bachelor Thomas in "The Com-

forts of Home.60 She has, like Mrs. Fox, so inculcated her

son with her own practices and with her provision of a comfort-

able life that Thomas cannot free himself from her domination

and, indeed, does not want to. Only his mother's interest in

Flannery O'Connor, "The Comforts of Home," Everything
That Rises Must Converge (New York, 195), pp. 141-166.
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the "nympermaniac" Star Drake, alias Sarah Ham, who threatens

the happy home of which Thomas is so fond, galvanizes him into

action. Star is a serious threat to the comforts of home of

which Thomas is so possessive, particularly the comfort of his

electric blanket. Thomas' mother's misguided, boundless kind-

liness leads to the undoing of his home as Thomas is driven to

desperate means to keep it his home and the comfortable life

his mother had made for him intact.

Thomas is a completely dominated figure who cannot effec-

tively assert himself against women. Both his mother and the

interloper Star intimidate him, the one with the provision of

creature comforts and the other with her sexual aggressiveness

which threatens his possession of these comforts. Because of

his lack of assertion Thomas is ridiculed by the townspeople

who remember his manly father to the son's detriment. The

sheriff, Farebrother, to whom Thomas goes for help in ridding

his home of Star Drake, voices the general contempt of the

townspeople for this son, who lets women run over him in such

a shameful manner. "He, " the sheriff said, "never let anything

grow under his feet. Particularly nothing a woman planted.161

6Ibid.,p. 162.



82

Thomas is a prime example of the impotent males in Ot Connor's

fictional world. When he listens to the voice of his dead

father, whom he hated, Thomas is listening to the "voice of

the dead, potent male in himself,.62

Thomast mother has much in common characteristically with

Mrs. Chestny in "EverythIng That Rises Must Converge.,,63 Like

Thomc1st mother, Mrs. Chestny dominates her son Julian by whine

and intimidation. She worships the past and calls upon her

ancestry to remind Julian of his aristocratic heritage.

"Your great-grandfather was a former governor of this
state, " she said . "Your grandfather was a prosperous
landowner. Your grandmother was a Godhigh. . . . You
remain what you are," she said, "Your great-grandfather
had a p lantation and two hundred slaves.'64

Julian, surprisingly, even surpasses his mother in longing for

the halcyon days of another era when life was so much simpler

and better defined.

Mrs. Chestny irritates Juliants liberalism when she mouths

such old saws about Negroes as, "They were better off when they

6 2Hendin, 2P. cit., p. 117.

63Flannery O'Connor, "Everything That Rises Must Converge,"

Everyt hingThat Rises Must Converge (New York, 1965), pp. 33-51.

64
Ibid., . 36.
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were saves."6 5 Juln's pretensions toward liberalism in his

dealings with Negroes is marked by a desire to irritate his

another and impress upon her the wrongness of her own convictions

derived from a useless past. Mrs. Chestny is inclined to make

statements about the racial situation in keeping with her in-

herited ideas about the rightness of the slavery system. She

believes that Negroes should rise but "on their own side of

the fence.' 6 6 Juliant s sentiments are likely to be considered

by the reader o be the correct ones, given the rightness of

their substance, yet Flannery OtConnor clearly condemns Julian

and holds him up to ridicule for his hypocritIcal pretensions

to racial understanding.

Flannery O'Connor, although she represents Mrs. Chestny

as a rather sympathetic character, also condemns her pater-

nalistic, traditional attitude toward the Negro as much as she

doe s the mis 'ude liberalism of Julian. Stanley Edgar Hyman

has analyzed "Everything That Rises Must Converge" as a tra-

vesty on integration, a solution to the racial conflict which

he says is rendered as "sentimental and fatuous.,67 Hyman

6 Ibid . 6 6 1bid.

67
Hyman, p. cit., p. 42.
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asserts that O'Connor felt that integration was a secular, and

therefore false, salvation, since "the only equality is to be

found in the spiritual dignity of mann, in the mystic communion

of the sacraments.'68 Similarly, J. Oates Smith sees the story

as "only peripherally about changing racial relationships; the

author simply makes use of the context of the modern South,

displaying no sentimentality for either side."69 O'Connort s

Catholicism clearly here takes precedence over any social

consciousness and leads her to believe that reprehensible as

the old paternwlistic attitude is, the new liberalism is just

as odious.

Robert Drake reports that Flannery OtConnor "was heartily

sick of the televised fulminations of both James Baldwin and

Martin Luther King, while at the same time professing a genuine

concern for the resolution of racial conflicts both in the South

and elsewhere."TO W. S. Marks remarks that "her gripe against

white liberalism grew out of a sense of estrangement from its

ultimate and unannounced purpose: the homogenizing of all

Ibid., p. 43.

6J. Gates Smith, "Ritual and Violence in Flannery O'Connor,"
Thought, XLI (Winter, 1966), 558.

70Drake, "The Paradigm of Flannery O'Connor's True Country,"
p. 43.
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racial, regional, and religious cultures into one uniform and

godless civilization."ti7

O'Connor's indictment of Julian's liberalism was fore-

shadowed in. an earlier story, "The Barber.17 2 The main

character, whose name is Rayber, is baited by the habitues of

a barber shop into trying to state his reasons for voting for

the "Mother Hubbard" liberal candidate against the arch-

segregationist candidate in a local election. Rayber wants

to demonstrate his loyalty to liberal principles, but he is

shown, in the same way as Julian is shown, to be no nearer a

real sympathy with the blacks than any of the segregationists.

Both characters share a confused philosophy which proceeds from

a perversion of impulse toward feeling, sentimentality without

focus.

Flannery O'Connor's self-assertive black characters have

some of the same characteristics as the comparable white women,

but they differ in that they are sympathet'c characters, unlike

the female characters. These blacks usually appear in opposi-

tion to the patronizing, paternalistic white. The black

W. S. Marks, II, "Advertisements for Grace: Flannery
0 Connor' s ,'A Good Man Is Hard to Find't, Studies in Short
Fiction, IV (Fall, 1966), 19.

"The Ba-rber" was one of six stories in the master's thesis
O'Connor submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for
the M.F.A. degree at the State University of Iowa. It was pre-
viously uncollected until The Complete Stories, 1971.
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woman in "Everything That Rises Must Converge" who becomes

enraged at Mrs. Chestnyt s condescending treatment of her son

and who strikes back is just such a character. Her self-

assertion and her rage engage the readert s empathy; he commends

her for her ref usal to stand for this kind of treatment any

more.

This rage that devastates Mrs. Chestny physically and her

son Julian psychically causes the same grief to other white

characters in O'Connor's fiction, particularly to those char-

acters who come into contact with the black who refuses to

play the part traditionally assigned him. And yet these white

characters are not unsympathetic themselves. Their attitudes

are shown to be those which cannot survive in todayts world of

a new black militancy which is rightly motivated. These atti-

tudes are to be blamed, not the people themselves. OtConnor

clearly condemns their attitudes and not the people probably

because she understands the background from which their ideas

have sprung or perhaps because of her Christian belief which

abhors the sin but not the sinner.

Old Dudley of "The Geranium"7 3 is representative of these

white characters who come into contact with the new militant

73"The Geranium" was first published in Accent, VI (Summer,
1946), 245-53. It was previously uncollected until The Complete
Stories, 1971, although it was revised and published in Eey-
thng That Rises Must Converge in 1965 as "Judgement Day."
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black, a black who has no intentions of being subservient.

Dudley spends his days in his daughter's New York apartment

longing for his home in Georgia and waiting for the people

across the way to put their geranium out for its daily air.

When he discovers a Negro moving in next door, he is overjoyed,

thinking that the man will be a Yankee counterpart of his

Georgia friend, Rabie, a "water nigger" and servant in the

household of the boarding house where Dudley had lived. Rabie

was a hunting and fishing companion for Old Dudley and both

had enjoyed their outings very much. Such a relationship is

not to be established with the newcomer to the New York apart-

ment house however; instead, Dudley is ironically patronized

by the Negro, who is obviously better educated and more cul-

tured. He smiles when he sees Dudley on the stairs lifting an

imaginary rifle; he talks knowingly about rifles and hunting

to the old wan in a humiliating reversal of roles. The disparity

between Dudle- ?s expectations of what the Negro would be like

and the reality of what he is is overwhelming.

The black woman n "Everything That Rises Must Converge"

and the unidentified Negro of "The Geranium" are a study in

contrast; the former is a violent aggressor and the latter a

reasonable man, but both refuse to be patronized. The
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malevolence of the black woman is repeated though in "Judgement

Day,"74 in the person of the Negro actor. This latter black

character finds Tanner, the old man living with his daughter

in New York, repulsive, his attitude reprehensible, and his

ideas totally abhorrent. He repulses Tannerts efforts to be

friendly, seeing them as insults and attempts to demean him.

The Negro actor is totally unlike Coleman Parrum, the old

friend with whom Tanner had shared his cabin and his life for

many years. Isolated from Corinth, Georgia, and Coleman,

Tanner tries in vain to make the Negro actor fit the mold that

Corinth would have put him into, that of the faithful old re-

tainer, the client of the white man. In the end of the story,

as Tanner calls him "Coleman.,tl the actor mistakes his utterance

for "coal-many" and, furious, sticks Tanner's head between two

post-s of the bannister where the old man dies.

Flannery O'Connorts picture of the Negro actor is not an

adverse one, despite this last incident, because the reader

feels that his attitude is justified. Again, as in the case

of Mrs. Chestny and old Dudley, the attitude that a Southerner

Flannery O'Connor, "Judgement Day," Evething That Rises
Must Converge (New York, 1965), pp. 263-285. This story was
published here in its final form for the first time although
its progenitor was "The Geranium.'
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has traditionally taken is shown to be incompatible with the

present day, and the adherent of such an attitude is shown to

be out of step. O'Connor shows graphically that the Southerner

himself is trapped by these attitudes, the same way he is trapped

by the myth of the proper conduct of Southern white women.

His longstanding adherence to fixed ideas about women and

blacks has frozen him in a posture which, even if he finds

it uncomfortable, he cannot easily change.

The Dissemblers

The majority of Flannery O'Connor's blacks are subsidiary

characters, with the exception of those in fWildcat." 7 5  They

occupy menial positions usually associated with blacks, such

as porter or farm hand, and thus represent the same caricatures

and stereotypes that have characterized black portrayals in

Southern literature. O'Connor's subordinate black characters

are a distinct contrast to their more literate counterparts of

The Geranium" and "Judgement Day." These servile and sub-

ordinate blacks were typical of the traditional Southern back-

ground of Flannery O'Connor's life; thus she presents a

realistic picture of them as they appear to her. She felt that

Another of the stories from the master's thesis, it was
previously unpublished until The Complete Stories in 1971.
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she was incapable of rendering black characters fully because

she did not know them the way she did white people.76

That Flannery Ot Connor had some measure of empathy with

the Negro is evident from her portrayal of both the self-

assertive black and the socially inferior, subsidiary black,

both of whom she presentedas relatively sympathetic characters,

although they were somewhat stereotyped. The story "Everything

That Rises Must Converge" reflects such sympathy with the out-

rage of the black at being pushed around for so long and his

determination not to let it continue. "Judgement Day" reflects

that same sympathy in that the reader can feel the hatred of

the Negro actor for the patronizing attitude of Tanner, an

attitude worse than a slap in the face in its effect. The

secondary role the black assumes in OtConnorts fiction repre-

sents such a realistic portrayal of her society that as

Stanley Edgar Hyman says, one is surprised to discover that

she shows so much of the black sensibility.7 7 She apparently

perceived the depths of the lower class black sensibility

because it is in their portrayal that she succeeds best in

76Leon V. Driskell and Joan T. Brittain, _The Eternal

Crossroads: The Art of Flannery O'Connor (Lexington, Kentucky,
1971), p. .

T7Hyman, 2p. it., p. 41.
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dealing with the black character. This fact may be attributable

to the position of blacks that she saw in her own world where

Negroes were servants and menials.

The subordinate woman in Flannery O'Connor, while not a

servant as is the black, dissembles in much the same way that

the inferior black has done for so many years in the face of

white economic and social superiority. Among these subordi-

nate women the outstanding examples are Mrs. Pritchard ("A

Circle in the Fire"), Mrs. Freeman ("Good Country People"),

and Mrs. Shortley ("The Displaced Person"). All these women

are employed by a dragon-lady type: Mrs. Pritchard by the ever-

fearful Mrs. Cope, Mrs. Freeman by the redoubtable Mrs. Hopewell,

and Mrs. Shortley by the past-worshipping and success-oriented

Mrs. McIntyre.

Mrs. Pritchard has a predilection common to all three of

the subordinate women; she loves the more morbid details of

life. She is absolutely enthralled by the story of a woman

who bore a child while in an iron lung. This and other related

topics are her main items of conversation. The emptiness of

Mrs. Pritchard's life is reflected in this narrowness of focus.

Mrs. Pritchard's predilections for the morbid extend to

her relations with her employer, Mrs. Cope. Mrs. Pritchard

gloomily maintains that Mrs. Cope would not be able to
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withstand any real onslaught of disaster. In these and other

similar pronouncements, Mrs. Pritchard voices the fear of a

hostile environment surrounding Mrs. Cope.

The inability to divorce herself from the affairs of her

employer, a powerful, dominating woman, is a characteristic of

another of the dissembler women, Mrs. Freeman of "Good Country

People., , Mrs. Freeman is an obnoxious, meddling woman with

an o-ly, ingratiating manner. She is also somewhat of a sneak,

who, while cultivating a chummy relationship with her employer,

Mrs. Hopewell, calls Joy Hopewell by the name she has created

for herseUf, Hulga. The lives and loves of her own two daughters,

Glynese and Carramae (whom Joy sarcastically refers to as

Glycerin and Caramel), are the main topics of Mrs. Freeman's

conversation; the pregnancy of the one and the admirers of the

other constitute her prime concerns, as befits any Southern

woman who has been trapped in the familial sphere and rejoices

in t hat role.

Mrs. Freeman is admired by Mrs. Hopewell for being the

apex of desirability in hired hands, "good country people."

The sickening Mrs. Freeman illustrates how well Flannery

76Flannery O'Connor, "Good Country People," Three
FLQanrO'LConnor (New York, 1964), pp. 243-261.
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O'Connor paints a picture of the stultifying effects of confine-

ment within a narrow sphere. Mrs. Freeman is almost devoid of

personality; like so many women whose lives have to be lived

vicariously through their children, she is a repulsively empty

person. Mrs. Freeman maliciously delights in the frustrated

life Hulga is forced to live because of her wooden leg and

heart condition. Mrs. Freeman's distaste for Hulga represents,

perhaps, a distaste for the educated woman who has chosen not

to marry, although this is a choice forced on her by circum-

stanyes.

By far the strongest personality of the dissemblers is

Mrs. Shortley of "The Displaced Person." Mrs. Shortley's

employer, Irs. McIntyre, is the focus of Mrs. Shortley's efforts

to please; she knows that her economic well-being as well as

that of her family depends on her good relations with that

dragon lady. Mrs. Shortly is another nosy, meddlesome woman

with a strong prejudice againSt many things; her most explicit

pronouncements of prejudice are made against Guizac, the dis-

placed Pole who, with his family, comes to the McIntyre farm

to work. Mrs. Shortley suspects the Pole's European background

as a basically evil one, an evil she has come to know through

newsreels at the movies. She reflects that, "if they had come

WUNWXWWWWUW 
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from where that kind of thing was done to them, who was to say

that they were not the same kind, who would also do it to

others.,79 She distrusts the Guizacs' religion particularly

because "there was no telling what all they believed since

none of the foolishness had been reformed out of it." 80 She

thinks that displaced people should go back to Europe where

they belonged, but she fears that more of them will come, to

displace a naturally subordinate people, the Negroes. Mrs.

Shortley sees herself as an angel of prophecy to warn the

Negroes that they will be supplanted permanently if they do

not somehow try to prevent this outrage. This dream is a great

comfort to Mrs. Shortley, since she loves to see herself as an

angel of mercy to the Negroes.

Flannery O'Connor shows Mrs. Shortley to be a woman who

represents unreasoning prejudice against the foreign or the

black. Mrs. Shortley combines these expressions of prejudice

with utterances of religious insensibility. She has never

thought much about the devil, "for she felt that religion was

essentially for those people who didn't have the brains to

79"GoodCountry People," p. 264.

0Ibid., p. 265.
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avoid evil without it." 8 1  She like's going to church primarily

because it is a special occasion which gives her an opportunity

to sing and visit. Church to her is something that, if she had

ever thought about, "she would have considered the devil the

head of it and God the hanger-on." 82  After the arrival of the

Guizacs, though, she takes to reading her Bible, particularly

the Apocalypse, feeling certain that her mission in Godts

scheme of things is to watch the priest who had persuaded Mrs.

McIntyre to take in the Pole. She thinks that this vigilance

will forestall any further efforts of his to upset the natural

order around the farm.

The discomfort many Protestants feel about the Catholic

Church Is reflected in Mrs. Shortleyts distrust of the European

and the priest. Flannery O'Connor shows in "The Displaced

Person" the Protestant-Catholic opposition and the reasons for

it--prejudice and fear coupled with ignorance. She shows the

depths of the Protestant aversion to the Catholic Church from

a Catholic point of view.

The dissembler Negro in Flannery 0'0Connor's fictional

world is usually a farmhand on a dairy farm or some other kind

81

Ibid., p. 270.

2 Ibid.
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of a servant. Various attitudes toward the Negro are manifest

in the characterizations of him in these subordinate roles.

Critics have noted Ot Connor's apparent disregard for the social

upheaval of her time. Representative of the critics who defend

this lack of social concern is Robert Drake, who has noted that

. . . she hardly ever wrote about such topical matters
as the contemporary racial situation in the South. [This
avoidance was] scandalous to those critics who are con-
vinced that it is at least one of the functions or even
obligations of literature to reflect the political and
social climate, often in a tendentious or programmatic
way, of the times. 8 3

Drake insists, l"the racial story was simply not her story. At

any rate it was not the one she cared--or was forced--to tell.,84

He goes on to say:

Everything she wrote, whether in fiction or in criticism,
everything she ever quoted as saying in conversation
suggests that she did not believe fiction to be either
argument or news, that she believed it simply had to tell
the truth as its author saw it from inside his own skin.
This was the fiction writers only obligation, whether
to himself or to his public. 8 5

Leon V. Driskell, analyzing "Everything That Rises Must Converge"

and "Judgement Day," concludes that, for OtConnor, "social

distinctions are irrelevancies: What matters is recognition

8 3 Robert Drake, "The Paradigm of Flannery O'Connor's
True Country,"I p. 435.

84Ibid., p. 436. 85 Ibid.
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of the importance of spiritual values and the need for her

Redemption.186 Louis D. Rubin concurs, stating that O'Connor's

themes are "moral and spiritual" as opposed to those of social

consciousness.87  Flannery OfConnor once said that "the writer

has no responsibility to topical subjects, 88 since the writers

purpose was to portray "the human condition which he may ap-

pr oach indire tly through individuals, be they black or white. "89

,She was, therefore, not interested in the topical, because such

topicality was reflective of an impermanent condition; she was

interested in the eternal.

Stanley Edgar Hyman assesses her relationship with the

times in which she lived, a time of great strides toward uni-

versal civil rights, as being one of hidden affinities. Hyman

says, ". . . I think [her fiction does [reflect the social

issues, particularly racial problems], and more powerfully and

truly than that of anyone else, but the expression is always

a6Le on V. Driskell, "' Parker's Back' vs. 'The Partridge
Festival': Flannery O'Connor's Critical Choice," Georia
Review, XXI (Winter, 1967), 482.

8 7 Louis D. Rubin, "Flannery O'Connor: A Note on Literary
Fashio, 3" Critique, II (Fall, 1958), 15.

8 Betsy Fancher, "Authoress Flannery O'Connor Is Evidence
of Georgia s Bent to Female Writers, " Atlanta Constitution,
April 21, 1961, p. 27.

89Ibid.
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implicit, covert, cryptic. 90 Hyman errs though when he asserts

that "in a sense all the fierce violence Ti her work is meta-

phorio for violence done the Negro." 91  This statement imputes

to O'Connor an obsessive concern which is not demonstrable from

her work.

The implicit quality of O'Connorts social consciousness

mentioned by Hyman is demonstrated in "The Artificial Nigger.'92

The statue, "the artificial nigger,1" that Mr. Head. and his

grandson Nelson encounter in their lost waderings in Atlanta

is symbolic; it represents both the mask that the Negro ha-

bitually wears for the white man and the stereotyped fantasy

of the nature of a Negro that the white man holds. "The ar-

tificial nigger" wears a look of misery instead of the

happiness that his maker had fashioned, indicating that the

impmSition of an artificial standard on one race by another is

a useless exercise in presumption. The "artificial nigger"

is the embodiment of prejudice toward the Negro.

'When Mr. Head and Nelson come upon the statue, after

Nelson has lost complete faith in his grandfather's leadership,

9ymcn, p. cit., p. 41. 9 Ibid.

92Flannery O'Connor, "The Artificial Nigger," Three b
Flanniery OtConnor (New York, 1964), pP. 195-214.
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there is a chance for Mr. Head to reassert his credibility as

a guide. The boy wants the older man to explain the mystery

of existence, the mystery of blackness and whiteness, and the

mystery of prejud ice that he sees before him. Mr. Head could

only reply, "They :i t got enough real ones here. They got

to have an artificial one." 9 3 Turner F. Byrd, correctly dis-

cerning the intent of the author, evaluates the incident as

being indicative of the teaching of prejudice by example.

After making his ludicrous pronouncement about the
"artificial nigger,1T which is accepted by the naive child
as an oracular confirmation of a doctrine the prideful
old man has consistently preached--as had his generation
before him and the one before that--Mrs. Head is enabled
to return with his view of himself still distorted to
the Edenic wilderness of his rural Georgia county, where
he and the boy may dwell in the protecting arms of their
provincial, fundamentalist white-sup remacy faith.94

Mr. Head's attitude is one that Flannery O'Connor was quite

familiar with and one which she could not countenance but one

which she could understand.

Not only did O'Connor perceive the sensibilities of the

white Southerner but she also saw and understood more of the

feelings of the black Southerner than has been generally

93Ibid., .. .213.

Turner F. Boyd, "Ironic Dimension in Flannery O'Connor's
'The Artificial Nigger, " Mississipilqrterl , XXI (Fall
1968)) 243-244.
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thought; as StanleyV Edgar Hyman puts it,

T he Negroe in the stories are seen externally as a
conventional white southern lady would see them, with
no access to their concealed sensibility, but occasionally
one of them will say something. . . that shows how much
this author knows about that sensibility. 9 5

For Exarple, Astor, in "The Displaced Person," feels contempt

for the two husbands his employer, Mrs. McIntyre, took after

the Judge's demise; he cannot openly express his congratulations

to her in riddfing herself of them because of the traditional

rules governing the conduct of white women with Negro men,

particularly servants. He can, however, make his feelings

1.nown in an oblique way.

When he thought it necessary he would work under a window
where he knew she was sitting and talk to himself, a
careful roundabout discussion, question and answer and
then refrain. . . . Or occasionally he spoke with the
peacock. The cock would follow him around the place,
his steady eye on the ear of corn that stuck up from the
old man's back pocket or he would sit near him and pick
himself.96

Flannery O'Conior thus shows how a black in a servile position

could make known his views in a socially acceptable fashion in

a society which did not admit to his even having those views

9)
Hyman, op. c p. 41.

96 Te Displaced Person,? p. 283.
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or his right 'to air them. Margaret Mitchell uses a similar

ituation in Cone with the Wind.

[The slave) Mammy had her own method of letting her
owners know exactly where she stood on all matters. She
knew it was beneath the dignity of quality white folks
to pay the slightest attention to what a darky said when
she was just grumbling to herself. She knew that to up-
hold this dignity, they must ignore what she said, even
if she stood in the next room and almost shouted. It
protected her from reproof, and it left no doubt in
anyonets i nd as to her exact views on any subject. 9 7

Both writers recognized the social situation which demanded

such role-playing from both white and black.

Certain, O t Connor was aware of the social conventions in

the South which governed black-white relations. She demonstrates

in her stories her acute apprehension of such hypocrisy and

prejudice as existed there in a style reminiscent of Ring

Lardner. A more impassioned polemicist could not have rendered

the subject so well as the dispassionate observer. O t Connor's

depiction of Mrs. McIntyrets reception of Guizacts protest that

he had caught the black hired hand, Sulk, stealing a turkey

shows clearly the attitudes she perceived in people around her,

Guizacts perplexity in the situation results from Mrs.

McIntyrets refusal to punish Sulk; she excuses Sulk and "was

97 Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the Wind (New York, 1936),
p. 6).
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long time explaining to the Pole that all Negroes would

cte a. oLater on she tells the priest that her hired Negroes

"l/e and steal and have to be watched all the time ."99

Mrs. McIntyre's prejudice is not limited to paternalistic

sloughing off of Negro misdeeds as characteristic of an in-

ferior group. When she discovers that the Pole is trying to

extricate his young cousin from a displaced persons camp by

marrying her t o Sulk, the younger Negro, Mrs. McIntyre is in-

censed. She says to Guizac, "You would bring this poor

innocent child over here and try to marry her to a half-witted

thLeving black stinking niggert What kind of monster are

you?1100 Her abhorrence of the prospect of sexual relations

between black and white causes her to say that "that nigger

cannot have a white wife from Europe. You can't talk to a

nigger that way. You'll excite hin and besides it cantt be

done." 1 0 1  The vehe tence of Mrs. McIntyre's reaction to

Guizacts pln suggests the Southern rape complex which was

closely tied to that of the deification of Southern womanhood

and which served to divide the races further by an unreasonable

sexual tension.102

96 99"The Displaced Person, " p. 269. Ibid., p. 278.

100Ibid . t.,287 .lIbid-.,1p7. 288.
12Cash, oM. cit , pp. 114-117.

NOW
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Although Flannery O'Connor depicts graphically the shallow

prejudices of the Shortleys and the McIntyres of the South, she

is more disdainful of the pretensions of understanding of

counterfeit intellectuals like Asbury Fox in "The Enduring

Chill." Asburys ambition to get to know the two Negro hired

hands on his mother's dairy farm is rooted in an ambition to

irritate his mother and to write a play about the condition of

the Negro. Morgan and Randall, the two Negroes, are suspicious

of hiAs motives and do not drop their masks to allow Asbury to

obtain the knowledge of them that he wants. "When they said

anything to hiw, it was as if they were speaking to an invisible

body located to the right or to the left of where he actually

was, and after two days working side by side with them he felt

he had not established rapport.,103 Morgan and Randall perceive

Asbuiy's exploitative purpose; they represent the feelings of

the author that such exploitation, although it takes the form

of liberalism, is just as aspect and reprehensible as the

attitude of Mrs. Cope, who views the Negroes who work for her

"as destructive and impersonal as the nut grass.t104

"10 3 The Enduring Chill," p. 122.

10"A Circle in the Fire," p. 216.
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Another facet of Flannery O'Connor's depiction of the

nature of race prejudice is shown in "Greenleaf" in Mrs. May's

son Scofield's attitude toward his job of selling the kind of

insurance that only Negroes would buy. Scofield likes to use

his commercial association with NegJroes to irritate his mother.

He likes to say, "Mamma don't like to hear me say it but I'm

the best nigger insurance salesman in the county."10 5  Scofield's

philosophical attitude masks a feeling that he can feel superior

to these Negroes who buy his insurance when he cannot feel

worthy in his own home. Implicit also in his attitude is the

feeling that any white man is better than a Negro, even one

like he who is dominated by his mother.

The pharasaical comments of Mrs. Turpin in "Revelation"

reveal the pretensions of the lower class white who elevates

himself in the social scale by virtue of his white skin. In

Mrs. Turpin's observations on class Flannery O'Connor effectively

sati.izes these pretensions and brings home their repulsiveness

without introducing heated. social statement. Mrs. Turpin can-

not reconcile her ideas of the natural inferiority of Negroes

with the idea of the black dentist who "had two red Lincolns

and a swimming pool and a farm with registered white-face

l05 "Greenleaf, p. 3)8.
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cattle on it.n10 6  To Mrs. Turpin, this phenomenon is a puzzling

one which she cannot easily resolve. Neither can she resolve

the Negro attitude toward work which she believes has deterio-

rated because of a desire for equality with whites. Mrs.

Turpin says that "the niggers don't want to pick cotton any

more. You can't get the white folks to pick it and now you

cantt get the niggers--because they got to be right up there

with the white folks. " 1 0 7  Mrs. Turpints theory about inducing

Negroes to work is the efficacy of love. She says, "I sure am

tired of buttering up niggers, but you got to love em if you

want em to work for you.103  Mrs. Turpin's "love" is a false

front for the Negroes, who ironically put on the same kind of

pretense in her presence. When Mrs. Turpin recounts to her

Negro farmhands her encounter with Mary Grace and the resulting

humiliation that she had suffered, the Negroes irritate her

with their obviously insincere flattery.

Mrs. Turpints theories of manipulating Negro behavior

reflect her inordinate pride; her hypocritical mouthings about

the efficacy of love are an insult to the sensibilities of

intelligent people. Her damnation in the eyes of the reader is

106"Revelation," p. 216. 1 0 71bid., p. 219.
1 0 8 bid.
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explicit; she sees her fate in her extraordinary vision of a

procession to heaven in which she and people like her lag

behind Negroes and white trash. O'Connor renders a harsh

judgment on Mrs. Turpin which is not given to another character

who shows the same feelings in regard to the handling of

Negroes. Tanner, of "Judgement Day," believes that "the secret

of handling a nigger was to show him his brains didn't have a

chance against yours; then he would jump on you knowing he had

a good thing there for life. He had had Coleman on his back

for thirty years." 1 0 9

Coleman Parrum, Tannert s companion and faithful old ser-

vant, serves tro functions in "Judgement Day., First, he

embodies Tanners theories on the proper manipulation of Ne-

groes, and, second, he illustrates the literary stereotype of

the mask-wearing Negro. Tanner believes in the ultimate

propriety of the master-servant relationship between whites

and blacks. Negro superiority is an unthinkable alternative

to Tanner, who had rejected the ultimatum of his landlord, a

part-Negro dentist, to vacate the land on which Tanner's cabin

stands or to run a still for the dentist, a man named Dr. Foley.

109
"Judgement Day," p. 270.
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Tanner rejects the ultimatum and goes to live with his daughter

in New York Ciy because he cannot stand the idea of being

someone's white nigger." Living with his daughter becomes

onerous, more difficult than being a "white niggers" and Tanner

longs for his home in Corinth, his friend Coleman, and the job

Foley had offered him. "If he had he known it was a question

of this-sitting here looking out of this window all day in

this no-place, or just running a still for a nigger, he would

have run the still for the nigger.110

In another instance of the same attempts by a white person

to force inferiority on a black, Mrs. Chestny in "Everything

That Rises Must Converge," remarks that if Negroes rise, they

should do it on their own side of the fence. Flannery O'Connor's

title suggests that this is a futile hope and an inability to

face reality. The author indicates that the rising of the

blacks will result in a convergence with whites in the sense

that both races will have to deal with one another on equal

terms. Julian, Mrs. Chestnyts son, expresses his conviction

that his mother's attempts to make the lit tle boy on the bus

conform to the shuffling, grinning pickaninny role results in

her being justly chastised by the boy's mother.

110
Ibid., p. 274.
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"Dont think that was just an uppity Negro woman, " he
said. "That was the whole colored race which will no
longer take your condescending pennies. That was your
black double. She can wear the same hat as you. . .,"
he added. . . ."What all this means. . . is that the
old world is gone. The old manners are obsolete and your
graciousness is not worth a damn. . . . From now on you've
got to live in a new world and face a few realities for
a change.. . .1"ill

Julian, for all his pretensions to sympathy with this new time

of reality, cannot reconcile himself any more easily than his

mother to the loss of a time when relationships were different

and the old class structure was intact.

Flannery O'Connorts sympathy for the new militancy of the

black is not paralleled in her fiction by any similar feeling

for her subordinate and dominating women. Her portrayal of

the black-white conflict reflects a condemnation of white

patronizin and prejudice. In her treatment of women, though,

the author shows a misogynistic tendency which is in conso-

nance with her religious and cultural background. Both the

dragons and dissemblers are portrayed in a manner appropriate

to the denigratory image f women that Flannery O'Connor found

in her Catholic faith and her Protestant fundamentalist milieu.

The idea of the Fall and the impurity of women are promulgated

in both churches and lead to a state of mind in which the

1 1 "Everything That Rises Must Converge," p. 50.
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female is viewed as naturally subject to male domination.

This religious coloration of ideas about women combines with

the insidious legends about the proper conduct of Southern

women to reinforce the idea of male superiority.

Flannery O'Connor t s place in the society of Milledgeville,

Georgia, as the daughter of one of the oldest, most socially

prominent families of that town assured that her upbringing

would be iP accordance with the acceptable modes of conduct

for one of her station. Both religious and cultural influences

were at work, producing a curious condition, observable in so

many women, in which, as Kate Millett puts it, "having inter-

nalized the disesteem in which they are held, women despise

both themselves and each other.,11.

The Sensuals

Flannery O'Connor's women who live according to the dic-

tates of the flesh are dealt with extensively in only one

novel, Wise Blood, and one short story, "The Comforts of Home."

There are incidental references throughout her fiction to the

sensual side of woman's nature, a facet of her writing ignored

by most critics, except for Stanley Edgar Hyman1 1 3 and

2Kate M1illett, Sexual Politics (New York, 1970), p. 55.

11 -4Hyman, 22p .It., p. 14
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Stuart L. Burns.,I4 The sensual Negro, male or female, is not

treated extensively either, there being only one instance of

such a character, the woman encountered by Nelson and his

grandfather in "The Artificial Niggert? on their odyssey through

Atlanta.

The Negress in "The Artificial Nigger" is described in

sexual terms, and the reaction of Nelson to her is certainly a

sensual one. When he sees her and talks to her, she awakens

in him feelings he has never known.

He stood drinking in every detail of her. His eyes
traveled up from her great knees to her forehead and then
made a trtangular path from the glistening sweat on her
neck down and across her tremendous bosom and over her
bare arm back to where her fingers lay hidden in her hair.
He suddenly wanted her to reach down and pick him up and
draw him against her and then he wanted to fekl her
breath on his face. He wanted to look down and down into
her eyes while she held him tighter and tighter. He felt
as if he were reeling down through a pitch black tunnel.115

The Negress' reaction to Nelson and his grandfather reflects

tot only the sensual side of the Negro, a favorite stereotype

in Southern novels such as Jessie Hill Ford's The Liberation

of Lor Bjgon Jones, Julia Peterkin' s Black , and Erskine

Caldwell' s In Search of Bisco, but also a variation of another

114Stuart L. Burns, "The Evolution of Wise Blood," Modern
Fiction Studies, XVI (Summer, 1970), 147-162.

'The Artificial Nigger," pp. 206-207.
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stereotype, the wise mammy who commented on the action of white

people; in this variation "the sympathetic voice of the mammy

commentator has been replaced by the sinister black laughter

of the knowledgable [sic] but uninvolved Negro witnesses to

white action."ll6

O'Connor's treatment of Negro sexuality is thus brief and

manifests itself in a literary stereotype and a mark of pre-

judice; white sexuality is treated more extensively in the

characters of Sabbath Lily Hawks and Leora Watts in Wise Blood.

Sabbath, who is frankly immoral, and Leora, who is a prostitute,

are the means by which Haze Motes plans to establish himself at

the head of his own Church Without Christ. Leora Watts and

Sabbath Lily represent the quickest way to begin denying Christ,

that is, by engaging in sexual sin.

Haze's first venture into establishing himself as a sinner

is his visit to Leora Watts, whom he finds through a notice on

a wall in a public rest room which says,

Mrs. Leora Watts.
60 Buckley Road
The friendliest bed in townt,

Brother. 117

116
Nancy M. Tischler, Black Masks: Negro Characters in

Modern Southern Fiction (University Park, Pa., 1969), p. 37.

11YFlannery O'Connor, Thre byFlannery O'Connor: Wise
Blood, A Good Man Is Hard to Find. The Violent Bear It Away
(New York,1964), p. 21.
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Leora is indeed a friendly, motherly type who comforts Haze

when ie insists to her that "what I mean to have you know is:

I'm no goddam preacher." 1 8  Hazets consorting with Mrs. Watts

is in direct opposition to the strict fundamentalist training

Me has had, a training which emphasized sexual sin as the

greatest of transgressions. The precedent of the equation of

sex and sin had been set in Haze's boyhood,when he had observed

a naked woman on display in a tent at a carnival; he had felt

a guilt which was encouraged by his very religious mother.

This guilt had filled. his soul with a need. for expiation which

he had tried to accomplish by walking miles in rock-filled

shoes.

Both Leora Watts and Sabbath Lily Hawks accept their de-

praved natures. Sabbath's attitude about herself is expressed

in her own words; she says, "I like being that way. . . pure

filthy right down to the guts." 1 1 9  Hazets intention to seduce

Sabbath is thwarted by her attempts to do the same to him; she

eventually succeeds against his objections. Sabbath is a

bastard and feels that as such she cannot enter the kingdom of

heaven. She had felt some hesitation about how far she should

118 Ibid., Pe 23. 119 Ibid ., op. 92.
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go in sexual matters but had resolved it by writing to a news-

paper advice columnist. The base nature of her character is

evidenced by her refusal to remain with Haze after his final

commi tment to the pursuing Jesus.

Sabbath's amorality is repeated in the character of Star

Drake in "The Comforts of Home.t Starts amoral nature fasci-

nates the mother and repels the son, who had had to force

the girl, bent on seducing him, out of his bedroom at the

point of a chair. Thomast antipathy to Star is explainable

by his intense fear of seduction. He repeatedly calls Star a

slut, and his loathing is intensified when he recognizes the

lack of a moral faculty in the girl. Thomast loathing for Star

is rooted in his fear of sexual awakening, which for him is

too closely associated with his mother.

These three sensual women represent a point of view as to

the nature of sex and sin. These characters are perverted. in

spirit and are lacking in moral sensibility. The sexual en-

counter is shown through them to be sinful in nature; their

depravity is indicative of the grotesque character of their

preoccupation with sex. Robert Drake attributes this depic-

tion to Flannery O'Connor's distaste for man's attempt to
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"find salvation in any of the modern saviors, whether sex or

technology or consumer goods. . .J."120

The Intellectuals

The picture of Flannery O'Connorts educated women is

marked by hostility, pathos, and ridicule; their characteriza-

tions are a distinct contrast to the educated or professional

Negro, whose image is not so negative. Negroes who have

achieved some success in the white world are exclusively male

in the stories by Flannery O'Connor; any Negro who is, then,

in any way 8 commanding personage, has the advantage of being

male as well socially equal to the white. The educated., urbane

Negro appears in three of O'Connor's short stories: "Judgement

Day, " The Geranium, " and "Everything That Rises Must Converge.."

Negroes in these stories are not the deferential, docile, and

dissembling blacks of the subordinate categories. With the

exception of the woman on the bus in "Everything That Rises

Must Converge" these Negroes have been described also as

dragon characters since they exhibit the dominating, self-

asserting characteristics.

Old Dudley in "The Geranium" and Tanner in "Judgement Day"

encounter two Negroes who are obviously superior in breeding

120
Drake, Flannery O'Connor, p. .
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ad in intellect. These Negroes will not respond to the blan-

dishments of either Old Dudley or Tanner, both of whom try to

approach the northern counterparts of a race that they have

been accustomed to thinking of as inferior. The actions of

these twD Negroes produce fury and disappoIntment in both

Tanner and udley . Flannery O' Connor shows clearly in the

reactions of the two old Southern white men the indefensibility

of attitudes rooted in the subjugation of one race by another.

"Judgement Day" presents the only full-fledged educated

Negro in Flannery OConnor's fiction in the person of Dr.

Foley, the owner of the land on which Tanner's house stands.

Foley has a high position in the community, but this fact does

rot impress Tanner since that position is among blacks. Dr.

Foley has always been "everything to the niggers--druggist and

undertaker and general counsel and real estate man and

sometimes he got the evil off them and sometimes he put it

on. 12l Tanner fears Foley because he can neither kill him

nor handle him the way he has other Negroes for years.

Tannerts attitude toward Foley is that the government has

forced Negro equality on superior whites. Dr. Foley is self-

assured; he taunts Tanner with the idea that Tannerts daughter

121J ee P p 8itJudgement Day, ffp.6.
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will prove to be less than agreeable to live with and that

Tanner eventually would rather be working for a Negro than

living with an ungrateful child. Foley also tells him that a

new day is comIng "when the white fPolks IS going to be working

'or the colored and you might's well to get ahead of the

(rowd.lt22

Dr. Foley represents the Negro who, despite wealth,

education, and breeding, cannot command respect from the South-

erner who has been imbued with the notion f white superiority.

Tanner's rigid notions about color superiority are not repeated

in the character of Julian Chestny in "Everything That Rises

Must Converge," but his pretensions to liberalism are highly

suspect. Julian believes that his sympathies lie with the

advancement of Negroes, but he prefers the obvIously cultured

to be the objects of his attempts at friendship. Julian

pictures cultured Negroes as those who are well-dressed; these

are the Negroes he tries to approach. Flannery O'Connor shows

how espty Julian's standards are; the first "cultured" Negro

he approaches turns out to be a bookie and the second becomes

irritated at Julian's clumsy efforts to strike up a conversation.

The irritation of the latter man signifies that he has no

1221bid p.274.
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patience with such efforts since they are obviously intended

to gratify the seeker and not the sought.

While Flannery O'Connor's educated Negroes can be desribed

ssc hatoters, her educated women are va.pid aid

silly, if they are not altogether hopelessly pathetic. Tiese

women are of four types: schoolteacher, student, welfare

woman, and.- wrIter. The only full-fledged Intellectual, male

or female, in Flannery O'connor's work is Hulga Hopewell, who

fits into both of the firstt two categories because she is a

Ph.D. who could teach were she not incapacitated by a weak

heart anda wooden leg.

Hulga Hopewell, who had discarded her name Joy in favor of

one of her own creation, is an object of pity. Mrs. Hopewell

views her own daughter with a mixture of that same pity and

scorn. She is not proud of her daughters degrees; she can

only reflect that one cannot be proud of a daughter who is a

philosopher, "something that had ended with the Greeks and the

SonanIs.l23 Mrs. Hopewell irritates her daughter with her

banalities, her platitudes, and her comments about Joy's glum-

ness endless sly. These maniford irritations finally cause Joy

to erupt: "Womant. do you ever look inside? Do you ever look

123 G"Gokod 101untry People.," p. 248.
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inside and see what gyou are not? Godt, 1 2 4 Joyt s intellectual

capaci t ies cause her to be desperately unhappy in her familial

and social relations since the level of intellect around her

is so low.

Mary Grace, another of OtConnorts rebellious intellectual

won enis the acne-scarred, ugly college student who becomes

the instrument of Mrs. Turpints self-realization in "Revelation."t

After she has suffered in silence for most of the loathsome,

self-corigratulatory mon logue of the self-exalted Mrs. Turpin,

Mary Grace heaves her textbook, Human Development, at the head

of the offender. It is apparent to the reader that the dialogue

between Mary Gracets mother and Mrs. Turpin has gradually built

up the fury within the student to the point that she erupts

into physical violence.

Neither Mary Grace nor Joy-Hulga Hopewell affe ct the

suerior airs of the college student Mary Elizabeth in *The

Partridge Festival." Mary Elizabeth and her fellow conspirator,

Calhoun, denounce society for its baser aspects, chiefly com-

mercialism and conformity, and they conspire to visit an insane

asylum to visit a man named Singleton. Mary Elizabeth and

Calhoun hope to prove that Singleton, who killed six people

124
Ibt.
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during the annual Partridge festival of azaleas in a fit of

rage at being forced to pay a penalty for an infraction of

festival rules, is a martyr to Partridge's insistence on con-

formity. The ir journey to the asylum ends with the revelation

that Singleton is not the Christ-figure and martyr of their

expectations but merely a mad, lecherous, old man who has been

impris oned because he is criminally insane and not because he

had refused to "prostitute azc.leas' like the rest of Partridge.

Mary EliFabeth is a satire on the intellectual whose pre-

tensions to moral superiority allow him to see only what he

wants to see. That the realization of the disparity between

the ideal and the real can be devastating is demonstrated in

the experience of Mary Elizabeth and Calhoun, whose cathartic

experience with Singleton turns out to be more than they bar-

gained for.

Sat ire in the O' Connor treatment of intelligent and edu-

cated women is continued in her portraits of welfare women, of

whom there are two mentioned in her work, in Wise Blood and The

Violent Bea tAway. The welfare woman in Wise Blood had

taken Enoch Emery in to her home but had been glad to let him

go when he walked into her bedroom without his pants. Enochts

design was to extricate himself from a home that he had found
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distasteful in its insistence on good behavior. The welfare

woman in Tie Violent Bear ItiAwa is seen rs equally ridiculous

since her character is described first through the eyes of Old

Tarwater, who despises her for her role in trying to take the

younger Tarwater away from him and give the baby to Rayber, his

uncle. Even her name Bernice Bishop, is ridiculous to Old

Tarwater, and this scorn is transmitted to young Tarwater, who

gleefully reminds Rayber that the dead Tarwater had predicted

that this ludicrous woman would leave her ridiculous husband.

O'Connor's students and intellectuals are presented with

ridicule and satire, but her old maid schoolteachers are shown

as the most pathetic of the lonely educated women. Miss Kirby

of "A Temple of the Holy Ghost" and Sally Poker Sash of "A Late

Encounter with the Enemy" are the two outstanding examples.

Miss Kirby is a tru ly pitiable figure; the mother in the story

observes of he r: "that poor soul is so lonesome shell even

ride in that car that smells like the last circle in Hellu1 25

referring to the transportation of Miss Kirbyts only suitor,

Mr. Cheatham, who transport ts Negroes to town on weekends for

a die each. Miss Kirby's desire for male companionship is so

12Flaznnery O'Connor, "A Temple of the Holy Ghost,"
Three 11jFlannery O'Connor (new York, 1964), p. 135.
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great that she stoops to keeping company with the physically

repulsive Che tham.

Sally Poker Sash is also a conventional picture of the old

aid schoolteacher. She worships the past in which her 104-

year-old grandfather had. supposedly been a Civil War general

and hero. Sally ignores the fact that her grandfather had not

been a general, probably not even an officer, and certainly

not a hero. His title had been bestowed upon him by the offi-

cials of a premiere of a Civil War epic, probably "Gone with

the Wind," because they needed a hero to grace the stage. Much

the same motivation belongs to Sally, who has been attending

sumMer school for twenty years to get a college degree; she

wants the grandfather on the stage at her graduation because

"she wanted to show what she stood for, or, as she said, 'what

all was behind her,t and was not behind them.tt126  Sally Poker

Sash wants to show all the upstarts "who had turned the world

on its head and unsettled the ways of decent livingf127 that

her grandfather stood for the old traditions of dignity, honor,

and courage. Ironically, her grandfather does not stand for

these things, and Sally Poker Sash is shown to be worshipping

an ideal that never existed.

Flannery O'Connor, "A Late Encounter with the Enemy,"

Three hy Flannery O'Connor (New York, 1964), p. 233.

127Ibid., ). 234.

Oat"'
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A third example of the rid maid schoolteachers is Mary

George Fox of "The Enduring Chill." Of her, her brother

Asbury says that "all she was really interested in was getting

a man but that no sensible man would finish a first look at

her. ,128 Mary George's mother is greatly distressed over her

daughter's failure to marry; Mary George's position as principal

of a county elementary school earns no respect from her mother

or her brother. The picture of her is the conventional one of

the lonely, mtas uline old maid who would gladly trade it all

for a man and marriage.

Another of the truly pathetic women in Flannery O'Connor's

writ ing is the writer, Miss Willerton, of "The Crop, ,129 a

woman. who spends most of her time thinking of topics about

which to compose stories. She loves clearing the crumbs off

the table in the boarding house because it gives her time to

think up stories . The emptiness of her life is symbolized in

the Erskine Caldwell novel she sends away for because she does

not dare ask for it at the library,. She reads the Caldwell

novel surreptitiously until someone throws the book out,

thinking such trash could not belong to any one in the house,

1 2 8 "The Enduring Chill, "Ip. 116.

1-29One of the stories which appeared in O'Connor's master's
thesis, "The Crop" was unpublished until The Complete Stories in
1971.
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particularly not the proper Miss Willerton. The story Willie

thinks up casts her in a romantic role as a sharecroppert s wife,

a woman truly loved; in her imaginings the hardships attendant

upon the life of a sharecropper become highly colored and seem

merely exciting to the love-starved Miss Willerton. That Miss

W'llert on is living in a dream world is amply demonstrated in

her reaction to a couple whom she sees in the street, a couple

who are obviously the real-life counterparts to Miss Willertons

dreams. Miss Willerton is appalled at their appearance and the

closeness with which they are walking. In the person of Miss

Willerton is demonstrated the emptiness of the lives of the

educated female who is lonely, embittered, and pathetic.

Summary

A study of the four ma jor types of women characters in

the fiction of Flannery OtConnor reveals a distinctly misog-

ynistic portrayal which proceeds directly from the social,

cultural, and religious influences operative on the writer.

The dislike that the reader feels for the woman in the O'Connor

fiction is not matched by that same feeling for the Negro in

her writing. The black characters are primarily male and rep-

resent a perception of the rightness of their protest against

social stereotyping and subjugation.
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CONCLUSION

All of the attributes of women discussed so far have

emphasized the disparagement of them by Flannery O'Connor in

her writing or have shown what Flannery O'Connor felt to be

desirable characteristics of women. There are the frankly

sensual women who are viewed distastefully and symbolize a

perversion of sexuality; they serve as vehicles for empha-

Sizing the depravity and need for redemption of mankind.

There are the dominating, independent mothers who represent

a threat to the well-being and happiness of those whom they

dominate. Thcre are the women w'ho deny the natural end of

womanhood, as seen by societal mores and religious inhibitions,

and attempt to remove themselves from the spheres of matrimony

and motherhood. There are those who are just discovering

their sexuality and who are admonished to keep their body

inviolate, state superior to sexual indulgence. In the

aggregate the women of the Flannery O'Connor fictional world

evoke the misogynistic traditions of literature and myth

which have -remained so long in societal conventions, as well
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as in the religious dicta of the churches.

The characterization of blacks in the fiction of Flannery

O'Connor represents a distinct contrast to that of her female

characters. The divergence of the nature of the characteriza-

tions shows that O'Connor depicted both groups in consonance

with the environmental influences on her in regard to women

but in a quite different fashion in regard to blacks. The

black characters in Flannery O'Connor's fiction are portrayed

with an empathy that is entirely lacking in her treatment of

women. The difference in the characterizations has two facets.

First, almost all the blacks are male and they are never

principal characters, as are the females. Second, these

blacks are sympathetically portrayed .with a depth of under-

standing surprising in a writer who recognized her limitations

in dealing with a group of people with whom she had only

surface relationships. In all four of the categories of

characters discussed in Chapter III (dragons, dissemblers,

sensuals, intellectuals) the blacks manifest a distinctly

realistic and understanding treatment by the author, a treat-

ment that is cur .ously denied to those members of her own sex

that she denigrates and depreciates.

I
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