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ENGLISH 1020 ESSAY 3 RESEARCH PAPER ON FLANNERY O’CONNOR’S SHORT STORY “A Good Man is Hard to Find” 

 
Worth: 40% of the final grade 
 
PROMPT: In the Southern Gothic short story “A Good Man is Hard to Find” (1953) by Flannery O’Connor, is the Misfit 
a modern monster and malicious stranger or an instrument of grace? Use evidence from the story and the critical 
sources to support your position. You must include at least four of the six critical sources AND the short story in your 
discussion and parenthetical citations.  
 
Sources: Attached 
 
Requirements:  Below 
 

 
 

1)  For an A or B, the essay must be at least 1000 words, which is about 4 full pages typed. This word length does 
not include your Works Cited page or the heading and title. This essay will include an introduction, at least 5 body 
paragraphs, and a conclusion. Each body paragraph must be at least 6 sentences. The majority of the sentences in a 
body paragraph must be analysis, not quotes. Also, you cannot use a quote in a topic sentence or in your thesis. Max 
word count is 2000, or about 8 full pages typed.  
2) Your thesis statement must be the last sentence in your first paragraph/introduction. I expect you to have at 
least 3-4 sentences in the introduction before the thesis, as well as the author's full name the first time it is mentioned 
and the title of the work in quotation marks since it is a short story. 
3) The essay must have the appropriate MLA heading and a title on the first page, be double-spaced with 12-point font 
(Times New Roman), 1-inch margins, aligned left (except for the centered title), with your last name and page number of 
the paper in the top right-hand corner of each page. I do not want a cover sheet. As with your other essays, you cannot 
use 1st or 2nd person pronouns (I, we, you, us, our) or contractions. Also, use present tense for general literary 
analysis commentary. 
4) You must quote from the story and critical resources at least 4-5 times in the paper.  
5) You must quote from at least four of the attached critical sources. These will each have an entry on your Works 
Cited page. The short story will have an entry on your Works Cited page.  A Source Citation and Parenthetical Citation 
for each of the sources is included later in this document. Do not put quotes from your critical sources in your 
introduction or conclusion paragraphs.  
6) Your sources must be listed alphabetically in MLA format on a Works Cited page at the end of your paper.   
7) You must quote from each of your outside sources at least once in the paper, using MLA format for parenthetical 
citations in the sentences. Quotes should not be more than 20% of the final word count. Out of 1000 words, 20% 
would be 200 words total for quotes. Put the word count and the quote count at the bottom of the last page before 
the Works Cited. A quote count that is more than 20% of your total word count will cost you a deduction on your 
grade.  

Deadlines and Guidelines for Submission 

 
Guidelines: The draft and the final version must both be submitted to the 

My CS Courses DropBox. In the event the school closure due to 

COVID-19 is extended, students who do not have internet access must 

contact the instructor on the Remind Me app. Text @23kbh6 to 81010 

to join. If you cannot join the Remind Me app, call Central High School 

at 423-263-5541 or the Cleveland State Dual Enrollment Office at 423-

614-8734. Arrangements will be made for you to submit your papers by 

mail if necessary, but you must contact the instructor about your 

situation through one of those methods in order for me to accommodate 

you. If you do not have a computer to type on during school closure, 

you may neatly write the draft and final version to be submitted by mail.  

 

Draft Due Date: Friday, April 3rd, 2020 by 3:30 p.m. 

 

Final Version Due Date:  Friday, April 17th, 2020 by 3:30 p.m.  
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FOLLOW THESE STEPS IN THIS ORDER FOR SUCCESS  
 

1)Read the prompt  
2) Read the short story “A Good Man is Hard to Find” by Flannery O’Connor  
3) Write a tentative thesis in response to the prompt after reading the story and BEFORE reading the critical sources.  
4) Read the sources and take notes.  
5) Revise your thesis. Has it changed after reading the critical sources? 

6) Decide on the critical sources from your research you will ultimately use in the paper. You are required to choose at 
least 4 out of 6 of the critical sources, plus the short story itself.   
7) Write your Works Cited page in MLA format.   
8) Write a purposeful outline that includes transitioning topic sentences, a revised thesis, body points, intro idea, 
conclusion idea, and where you intend to include quotes or paraphrases from the texts and critical sources.  
9) Draft a complete paper - Just WRITE! (According to your outline).  
10) Get feedback on your draft. Use the guidelines as your checklist.  
11) Revise your paper according to feedback – add where development is needed, take away where you go off topic or 
are redundant, and reorganize for unity and coherence as needed. 
12)   Edit your paper for grammatical errors, misspellings, errors in tone, and MLA format errors. 
13) Check one last time to ensure you have met all of the requirements and submit the paper.  

 

Sources 

 

SOURCE 1 
 

“A Good Man is Hard to Find” 

Author: Flannery O’Connor 

Date: 1953 

From: Literature to Go, 3rd ed.  

Document Type: Short Story 

 

This short story can be found in chapter 9 of your textbook “A Study of Flannery O’Connor.” You should read 

the entire chapter as it included important and relevant information about Flannery O’Connor’s biography, her 

own ideas about interpreting her stories, and critical responses to the story. The chapter can be found on pages 

237-256. 

 

A digital version of the story is included in the pdf available here: 

https://www.boyd.k12.ky.us/userfiles/447/Classes/28660/A%20Good%20Man%20Is%20Hard%20To%20Find.

pdf 

 

Source Citation (MLA 8th Edition)  

Write a citation using MLA format for the source type “a short story in an anthology.”  

 

Parenthetical Citation (substitute your page or paragraph # for 5) 

(O’ Connor 5) or (O’Connor par. 5)  

  

https://www.boyd.k12.ky.us/userfiles/447/Classes/28660/A%20Good%20Man%20Is%20Hard%20To%20Find.pdf
https://www.boyd.k12.ky.us/userfiles/447/Classes/28660/A%20Good%20Man%20Is%20Hard%20To%20Find.pdf
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SOURCE 2 
 

“A Cloak of Grace: Contradictions in 'A Good Man Is Hard to Find'” 

Author: Kathleen G. Ochshorn 

Date: Spring 1990 

From: Studies in American Fiction (Vol. 18, Issue 1) 

Reprint In: Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (Vol. 132) 

Document Type: Critical essay 

PDF Available here: https://muse.jhu.edu/article/440084/pdf 

Full text below 

 

Source Citation (MLA 8th Edition)    

Ochshorn, Kathleen G. "A Cloak of Grace: Contradictions in 'A Good Man Is Hard to Find'." Twentieth-

Century Literary Criticism, edited by Janet Witalec, vol. 132, Gale, 2003. Gale Literature Resource 

Center, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1420048665/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=a08e1156. 

Accessed 18 Mar. 2020. Originally published in Studies in American Fiction, vol. 18, no. 1, Spring 

1990, pp. 113-117. 

 

Parenthetical Citation (substitute your page or paragraph # for 5) 

(Ochshorn 5) or (Ochshorn par. 5)  

 

 

SOURCE 2 FULL TEXT: 

“A Cloak of Grace: Contradictions in 'A Good Man Is Hard to Find'” 

In the following essay, Ochshorn explores the contradictions between readers' interpretations of "A Good Man Is Hard to 
Find" and O'Connor's intentions regarding the story. ] 

Flannery O'Connor was often shocked to find how people interpreted her stories. Some readers of "A Good Man Is Hard
 to Find" believed the grandmother was evil, even a witch. Soon O'Connor set out, quite explicitly, in letters and lectures
 to detail the theology of the story and the importance of the grandmother as an agent of grace. In a letter to John Hawk
es, she explained how violence and grace come together: 

More than in the Devil I am interested in the indication of Grace, the moment when you know that Grace has be
en offered and accepted--
such as the moment when the Grandmother realizes the Misfit is one of her own children. These moments are p
repared for (by me anyway) by the intensity of the evil circumstances. 1 

When O'Connor speaks of her Catholicism and its expression in her fiction, she is clearheaded, eloquent, and convincing.
 In Mystery and Manners, the posthumous collection of her occasional prose, she claims the assumptions that underlie "
A Good Man Is Hard to Find" "are those of the central Christian mysteries. These are the assumptions to which a large 
part of the modern audience takes exception." 2 O'Connor was upset with critics who were determined to count the 
dead bodies: "And in this story you should be on the lookout for such things as the action of grace in the Grandmother's 
soul, and not for the dead bodies." 3 For O'Connor, grace is "simply a concern with the human reaction to that which, ins
tant by instant, gives life to the soul. It is a concern with a realization that breeds charity and with the charity that breeds
 action." 4 

https://muse.jhu.edu/article/440084/pdf
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1420048665/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=a08e1156
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Flannery O'Connor was most sincere in her Catholicism and her view of its expression in her fiction. She was troubled th
at her readers often identified with the wrong characters or with the right characters for the wrong reasons. She felt rea
ders "had a really sentimental attachment to The Misfit. But then a prophet gone wrong is almost always more 
interesting than your grandmother, and you have to let people take their pleasures where they find them." 5 When she 
learned readers were identifying with Hazel Motes' rejection of Christ, O'Connor added a preface to the second edition   
of Wise Blood claiming Motes' integrity lay in his inability to shake the ragged figure of Christ from his mind. Generally, 
O'Connor chalked up all the misreadings and confusion to the spiritual shortcomings of the modern reader: "Today's 
audience is one in which religious feeling has become, if not atrophied, at least vaporous and sentimental." 6 

But the discrepancies between how O'Connor is often read and how she claimed she should be read cannot simply be    
explained by her theology of grace or by the lack of religious feeling among readers. Critical opinion over the years has  
tended to line up behind O'Connor's own explanations; however, O'Connor's analysis of "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" s
till seems baffling and occasionally a critic has questioned the theology of the fiction. Andre Bleikasten, focusing on O'Co
nnor's novels, claimed that 

the truth of O'Connor's work is the truth of her art, not that of her church. Her fiction does refer to an implicit th
eology, but if we rely, as we should, on its testimony rather than on the author's comments, we shall have to ad
mit that the Catholic orthodoxy of her work is at least debatable. 7 

And Frederick Asals recalls D. H. Lawrence's advice that a reader should trust the tale and not the teller. Of "A Good Ma
n Is Hard to Find," Asals claims: 

One can easily pass over her [O'Connor's] hope that the grandmother's final gesture to The Misfit might have     
begun a process which would "turn him into the prophet he was meant to become"; that, as she firmly says, is    
another story, and it would be a reckless piety indeed which would see it even suggested by the one we have. 8 

Finally, any work of art must speak for itself, and "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" speaks much louder than O'Connor's    
claims. It depicts evil with a power akin to Dostoevsky. Yet Dostoevsky presented holy innocence in characters like Sonia 
and Alyosha as well as evil in Smerdyakov and Raskolnikov. O'Connor focuses her story on what is sinister in The Misfit 
and satirical in the grandmother and her family. O'Connor is dark and negative in the modernist tradition, albeit with 
religious preoccupations. She depicts pure evil in The Misfit as he obliterates the whining grandmother and her clan. This
 fine story, one of O'Connor's best, derives much of its power from the anger and vengeance it expresses. And that pile 
of dead bodies cannot be canceled out when the grandmother touches The Misfit. 

Yet O'Connor is not diminished by the contradictions between her work and her explanation of her work; she is made ric
her. The fury that lights up her art keeps "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" from being reduced to a theological exercise. Th
e complexity of this story in part explains its broad appeal to audiences who do not see the story as a parable of grace. G
race is the uneasy cloak O'Connor designed to cover and justify the violence in the story. The grace is a guise, a rationale 
that is not brought off. O'Connor's naive and deluded mothers and grandmothers are often brought low by a   violent en
counter that shakes them out of their petty superiorities and their would -
be aristocratic and genteel trappings. They are forced to realize their vulnerability, their ridiculous condition. 

The character of the grandmother in "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," for several reasons, contradicts any reading of her   
as an agent of grace. First, the grandmother's judgments of others are totally twisted. She pronounces Red Sammy Butts 
"a good man" despite the evidence he is a lazy slob who treats his wife like a slave. Throughout the story the grandmoth
er is a full 
blown agent of disaster, a Geiger counter for catastrophe. Her fuzzy fantasies about a southern mansion combined with 
some assistance from the smuggled cat manage to cause the car wreck. Then her pronouncement "You're The Misfit" se
als their fate. 9 The few pleasures in the story involve the grandmother's false sense of superiority. She chuckles over ho
w a "nigger boy" (p. 120) ate the watermelon Mr. Teagarden (E.A.T.) had left for her when they were courting, and she 
wishes to paint a picture of the "cute little pickaninny" (p. 119) she sees standing, without pants, in the doorway of a sha
ck. Her pleasure and self-
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esteem increases directly in relation to the degree of superiority she manages to feel. Her limitations are so extreme tha
t it seems impossible to imagine her thinking about anyone but herself, even for a moment. 

Then the grandmother deals with The Misfit by appealing to his gentility. She keeps insisting he is a good man, from goo
d people: "You don't look a bit like you have common blood. I know you must come from nice people!" (p. 127). She wav
es her handkerchief and adjusts the broken brim on her hat, insisting she is a lady and should not be shot. In one of the 
more bizarre moments in the story, she suggests suburban propriety for what ails The Misfit: "Think how wonderful it w
ould be to settle down and live a comfortable life and not have to think about somebody chasing you all the time" (p. 12
9). Later, when she asks him to pray, she again appeals to the fact that she is a lady, and she adds, "I'll give you all the m
oney I've got!" (p. 132). The contents of her purse seem an unlikely ransom when the rest of her family has already been
 shot. 

O'Connor does say that the grandmother's head clears before she tells The Misfit "why you're one of my babies. You're o
ne of my own children!" (p. 132) and reaches out to touch him. But by that time he is wearing Bailey's shirt, the yellow o
ne with the blue parrots. And more than extending grace, the grandmother appears to be insisting on what is not real or 
true, as she has throughout the story. The touch expresses her final hope that her noblesse can alter her fate. But when 
she wishes upon a Misfit, she is likely to be murdered. 

In a sense, O'Connor admitted that the grace she saw in the grandmother's touch could not have run deep. In a letter to 
John Hawkes, she restated and edited The Misfit's remarks: "She would have been a good woman if he had been there e
very moment of her life. True enough." 10 Though O'Connor claims the grandmother's limitations do not prevent her fro
m being an agent of Catholic grace, it seems a hard won and shaky grace indeed, dependent, as The Misfit says most pre
cisely, on "somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life" (p. 133). And in death the grandmother smiles up with 
a child's face, still without comprehension. 

Despite their obvious differences, The Misfit and the grandmother are bound by their concern with appearances and sup
erficial respectability. The Misfit reddens when Bailey curses at the grandmother and adds "I don't reckon he meant to t
alk to you thataway" (p. 127). He admits he would prefer not to shoot a lady. He appears embarrassed when the family h
uddles in front of him. He apologizes: "I'm sorry I don't have on a shirt before you ladies" (p. 129). The grandmother dres
ses for accidents; The Misfit, for murders. He gets Bailey's shirt from Bobby Lee. 

The power The Misfit has in the story resides not only in his gun and his violent sidekicks. He is energized by his keennes
s, his experience, his knowledge of evil. Though he claims to be confused about the extent of his own guilt, his view of h
uman nature is certainly more direct than the view of the grandmother and her family. He is the opposite of the children
's mother, "whose face was as broad and innocent as a cabbage ..." (p. 117). He has been many different things, includin
g a gospel singer and an undertaker. He has been in a tornado and even says he has seen a woman flogged. He has the s
ame "all or nothing" mentality of Flannery O'Connor herself, who said "I write from the standpoint of Christian orthodox
y." 11 The Misfit says of Christ: 

"If He did what He said, then it's nothing for you to do but throw away everything and follow Him, and if He didn
't, then it's nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can--
by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other meanness to him. No pleasure but meannes
s." (p. 132) 

While O'Connor clearly feels Christ is all, The Misfit thinks he is managing fine without Him. When The Misfit shoots the 
grandmother he is recoiling from whatever grace she offers. He is rejecting not just any warmth conveyed in the touch, b
ut also the revolting world she represents and the repulsive notion that he is her child. With good reason, The Misfit is u
nwilling to be adopted by this grandmother. 

Essentially, the story is a stronger indictment of the grandmother and her pathetic view of life than of The Misfit. It is no 
accident that the grandmother and her entire crew are killed off in the story: this family vacation was doomed from the 
outset. And it is with no small degree of pleasure that O'Connor finishes off this family. Her fictional world is basically sat
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irical, not theological. She casts a plain and cold eye on a sorry sight, a real world, and renders it mercilessly. A mean ple
asure sustains the satire and nourishes the reader. Though The Misfit finally decides "it's no real pleasure in life" (p. 133)
, there is pleasure in this story. 

A personal wrath oozes from "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" and from most of O'Connor's fiction. The wrath is O'Connor'
s strength and her idealism, her refusal to believe the world around her was all. But apparently her anger left her with gu
ilt enough to cause her to insist on an impossible reading of her own story. In her version a moment of kindness mixed w
ith a plea for mercy would carry the day and push the massacred clan into the background, minimizing the survival of Th
e Misfit. 

The story reveals the hidden Flannery O'Connor glimpsed by Katherine Anne Porter. Porter was struck by the discrepanc
y between O'Connor's appearance and her fiction and suggested that the famous self-
portrait with the peacock revealed an inner Flannery: 

Something you might not see on first or even second glance in that tenderly fresh-
colored, young, smiling face; something she saw in herself, knew about herself, that she was trying to tell us in a 
way less personal, yet more vivid than words. 
That portrait, I'm trying to say, looked like the girl who wrote those blood-curdling stories about human evil--
NOT the living Flannery, whistling to her peacocks, showing off her delightfully freakish breed of chickens. 12 

The force of "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" speaks for an angry outsider, a person without illusions or sentimentality. Th
e grandmother does not go to Florida, and O'Connor has her way. A world of propriety and illusion is laid low by wrath, n
ot redeemed by grace.

SOURCE 3 
 

“Southern Gothic Literature” 

Date: 2003 

From: Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (Vol. 142.) 

Publisher: Gale 

Document Type: Topic overview; Critical essay 

Available here: https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1410001028/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=31f118ff 

Full Text Below 
 

Source Citation (MLA 8th Edition)    

"Southern Gothic Literature." Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, edited by Janet Witalec, vol. 142, Gale, 

2003. Gale Literature Resource 

Center, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1410001028/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=31f118ff. 

Accessed 18 Mar. 2020. 

 

Parenthetical Citation (substitute your page or paragraph # for 5) 

(“Southern Gothic Literature” 5) or (“Southern Gothic Literature” par. 5)  

 

SOURCE 3 FULL TEXT: 
 
“Southern Gothic Literature” 

Gothic literature--so called because many examples of the genre were set during the late-medieval, or Gothic, period--
proliferated in England, Germany, and the United States during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Critic
s date its inception to 1764, when English statesman and writer Horace Walpoe published The Castle of Otranto: A Gothi
c Story. Set against the majestic backgrounds of mysterious castles and aging palaces, many nineteenth-

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1410001028/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=31f118ff
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1410001028/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=31f118ff
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century English gothic novels used such bleak landscapes to create an atmosphere of horror and suspense. In particular, 
gothic literature found a home with writers of the American South, who used the crumbling landscape of the antebellum
 era as the backdrop for their tales of fantasy and the grotesque. Major twentieth-
century American authors often identified with this genre include Flannery O'Connor, Cormac McCarthy, William Faulkn
er, Truman Capote, and to a lesser extent, Eudora Welty. 

Defined by Francis Russell Hart as "fiction evocative of a sublime and picturesque landscape ... depict(ing) a world in ruin
s," the gothic novel presents readers with an opportunity to vicariously experience horrifying realities. By creating world
s where tragedy and repressed behaviors come to the forefront, gothic writers explore the psychology of human existen
ce on several unique levels, notes critic Elizabeth M. Kerr. Common elements of the gothic novel include explorations of 
the subconscious through dreams, a good versus evil polarity in the characters, and the use of setting and atmosphere t
o evoke a vivid emotional response in the reader. While English Gothicism closely paralleled the Romantic movement in l
iterature, frequently focusing on issues of love, sexuality, and the place of reason in human existence, Southern Gothic fi
ction focuses largely on themes of terror, death, and social interaction. 

Some commentators have argued that the adaptation of the gothic format was particularly suited to the American South
 because the plantation world of the antebellum period provided writers with an analogy to the medieval settings availa
ble to English gothic writers. The images of the plantation houses--representative of a quasi-
feudal order in times of prosperity--
contrasted with their eventual decay were evocative of the ruined castles of nineteenth-
century Gothic romances, with both symbolically signaling the end of an era. However, Southern Gothic fiction also emb
odies an immediacy and poignancy that derives from the personal and community experiences of its authors. Kerr explai
ns this intensity as, "the cult of the past in the South, as symbolized in its ruins, its preserved glories displayed in spring p
ilgrimages, its monuments and graveyards, owes less to cultural climate and imagination than to remembered history." T
his emphasis on history is vital to Southern Gothic fiction, which not only draws on the stylistic characteristics of ninetee
nth-century gothic fiction, but also finds inspiration from novels of the American past. Certain scholars--
such as Leslie Fiedler in Love and Death in the American Novel (1960)--
have identified specifically national concerns apparent in Southern Gothic fiction, particularly the relationships between 
races and genders. Other academics have been dismissive towards twentieth-
century Southern Gothic novels, referring to the movement as a sub-
genre of serious fiction and criticizing the works for their sometimes formulaic and sentimental storylines. 

SOURCE 4 

 
“Things Darkly Buried: In Praise of ‘A Good Man Is Hard to Find’” 

Author: Stephen Gresham 

Date: Spring-Fall 2010 

From: Shenandoah (Vol. 60, Issue 1-2) 

Publisher: Shenandoah 

Document Type: Critical essay 

Available here: 

https://www.dentonisd.org/cms/lib/TX21000245/Centricity/Domain/916/A%20good%20mans%20hard%20to%

20find%20criticism.pdf 

Full Text Below  

 

Source Citation (MLA 8th Edition)    

Gresham, Stephen. "Things Darkly Buried: In Praise of 'A Good Man Is Hard to Find'." Shenandoah, vol. 60, 

no. 1-2, 2010, p. 17+. Gale Literature Resource 

Center, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A233492456/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=2f7a667d. 

Accessed 18 Mar. 2020. 

 

https://www.dentonisd.org/cms/lib/TX21000245/Centricity/Domain/916/A%20good%20mans%20hard%20to%20find%20criticism.pdf
https://www.dentonisd.org/cms/lib/TX21000245/Centricity/Domain/916/A%20good%20mans%20hard%20to%20find%20criticism.pdf
https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A233492456/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=2f7a667d
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Parenthetical Citation (substitute your page or paragraph # for 5) 

(Gresham 5) or (Gresham par. 5)  

 

 

SOURCE 4 FULL TEXT: 

 
The ruins of life, darkly buried, 

 Transform themselves and demand the present. ... 

 --"Country Cemetery," Herman Hesse  

In good fiction, things buried don't remain buried. More precisely than 
nearly anyone else I've read, Flannery O'Connor knew this, 
practiced this. It seems to me that she also knew how fate works--that in 
"A Good Man Is Hard to Find" the grandmother's fate does not 
arrive from the outside but rather emerges from within, from the ruins of her 
past and her faulty memory. It undergoes the transformation journeys require, and it demands the present: a moment-
to-moment futurity in which darkness must arise. Why it must is not explained. I believe it can't be. I have 
read and studied this astonishing story for more than forty years, and now as 
a former teacher of Gothic literature and as a writer of commercial horror 
fiction, I want to identify what continues to stick in my mental filter and 
what continues to elude me about O'Connor's narrative. When I read it, I find myself in pursuit of the ineffable--
that is what good fiction bids--it is what a good fiction writer must commit to. And yet there is more. 
O'Connor convincingly depicts the modern monster that, along with the 
vampire, will not stay buried: the malicious stranger. And she accomplishes 
her feat, as I will suggest, through nearly flawless technique. 

From the opening page of this story, I'm carried along by things hidden, 
buried, unsaid, unsayable. O'Connor puts me in contact with the 
inscrutable possibilities of detail. It begins when we are not told what The 
Misfit did to "these people" in Florida. But, of course, we can 
imagine. We learn further that the grandmother hides Pitty Sing in the 
backseat, that patrolmen hide themselves behind billboards and informed 
readers know that most of Stone Mountain is far below the surface of Atlanta, 
hidden, if you will. We find that Red Sammy's face is out of sight 
beneath the truck he's working on and that there is a secret panel in 
the grandmother's house of memory. Things buried complement the effect: 
for example, we speed by the "old family burying ground" and 
discover later that The Misfit trio buried their clothes; The Misfit himself 
was once an undertaker, and, most pointedly, he tells us that in the 
penitentiary, "I was buried alive." The litany of the concealed, 
unseen, unknown, unspoken and the interred goes on and on, adding much, I 
believe, to the mysterious radiance of this tale. 

But the tension truly ratchets up a notch when we find ourselves off the 
road, accosted by doom. At that point O'Connor employs the technique of "buried action"--
violence offstage, handling it as deftly as Chekhov in his plays or as Seneca long before him. In the first instance of 
this technique, Bailey and his son, John Wesley, are taken beyond the 
"dark edge" of the woods as the grandmother rambles on and Bailey's wife is silent--
speech and meaningful action paralyzed, we assume. Deep in the strained moment, The Misfit's face hidden, we hear 
one, then a second, pistol shot, and we are left at the mercy of our 
imagination. This mode of buried action is then repeated a few pages later 
when Bailey's wife, infant and his daughter, June Star, are also led 
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away. The Misfit, terrifyingly calm, recounts to the grandmother how and why 
he tried to give himself a new identity. Offstage, there is a "piercing 
scream" and a shot; we read another exchange of dialogue and then hear 
two more shots. The horrors are hidden from us, but I find myself 
orchestrating a scene as brutal and nightmarish as I can withstand. How 
effective are these moments of "buried action"? I never read them 
without suddenly becoming aware that I have been holding my breath. 

As one who continues to be galvanized by this story, I find that the central 
fire of O'Connor's technique burns most brightly when the narrative 
focus shifts to The Misfit and a series of ritualistic, non-verbal moments 
that arise as if endemic to him. I'll cite several and suggest how, for 
me, these moments generate a chilling effect. The first of a connected trio 
occurs just after the grandmother says, "You wouldn't shoot a lady, 
would you?" I would maintain that speech and dialogue are not as 
significant here as the following description: "The Misfit pointed the 
toe of his shoe into the ground and made a little hole and then covered it up 
again." A few lines beyond this tiny and telling burial, The Misfit 
squats close to the ground and responds to the grandmother's cloying 
deference by drawing "a little circle in the ground with the butt of his 
gun." Completing the trio of acts, two pages later, following the 
grandmother's observation about living a comfortable life free of being 
pursued, we read, "The Misfit kept scratching in the ground with the 
butt of his gun as if he were thinking about it." The "it," of 
course, is calculatedly indefinite. And we find ourselves deep in the realm of the unspeakable. 

My surface reaction to each of these moments is to freeze--as I would before a coiled snake--
yet beyond the visceral is something more, and I'm pleased to say that I'm not at all certain what. But here's a 
suggestion. In the course of The Misfit's derelict life, we're told that he's "been most everything," including one who has 
"plowed Mother Earth." It seems not out of the question that 
O'Connor is depicting a man often connected to earth, to the haunted 
ground we all tread, and that possibly at the center of his maliciousness is 
one seeking identity, a nameless character who wants, desperately needs to 
find himself, at least ritualistically, in contact with terra firma. It would almost appear that, Antaeus-
like, The Misfit would lose his power were he to 
locate himself among the clouds and the sun, which are often out of sight as the world of his narrative darkens. 

The issue of identity emerges again when Bobby Lee ambles back from the woods "dragging"--not carrying--
Bailey's yellow shirt with its bright blue parrots. The Misfit, desiring, I believe, to acquire some 
semblance of identity, requests the shirt, ostensibly, in all due modesty, to 
cover himself. But when he puts on the shirt, I get the distinct impression 
that this poor, bare, forked animal, this unaccommodated man, has, in 
contrast to Lear, put on "lendings," hoping to become one who 
transcends the roles he's assumed in the past. I sense that he longs, with his non-
verbal act, to circumvent society's label of him as a 
criminal or murderer and to transform himself into a man who belongs to 
himself. Of course, I'll fully admit that I could be miles off base 
here: perhaps, in truth, The Misfit is an ironist and pathologically enjoys 
being a malicious stranger. O'Connor wisely allows that reading. 

The final examples of O'Connor's stunning use of the non-verbal 
come after the grandmother, misreading that The Misfit is about to cry, 
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touches his shoulder. The inevitable happens, and we are given the following: 
"Then he put his gun down on the ground and took off his glasses and 
began to clean them." Notice also that before shooting the old woman, he 
has hit the ground with his fist. He continues, in other words, to seek out 
the firmament, trusting it as if it is the only thing real and substantial in his twisted existence--
the only thing he can reverence. And when he begins to clean his glasses, could it be that he desires to see, literally and 
figuratively, the whole of reality--about the world he has unearthed and, more importantly, about who he is? 

There is more. I sense--and here I confess to reading beyond the page somewhat--that the most significant bit of non-
verbal action occurs when The Misfit, having directed his no-good cohorts to "thow" the 
grandmother "where you thown the others," picks up Pitty Sing. I 
imagine that he presses the cat against those blue parrots on Bailey's 
shirt. But what is the significance of this gesture? First, it contrasts 
sharply with Bailey having earlier slung the creature against a pine tree. 
Far more importantly, I believe, is this: in his embrace of the cat, an 
animal with no divided consciousness, The Misfit displays his longing for a 
psyche not at war with itself, one that will "fit" the demands of the living present. 

In closing, I'm aware that there are careful, scholarly readings and 
discussions of this story. Many are impressive. But to my personal 
observations, I would add only that I have trouble accepting the well-worn 
reading of The Misfit as an instrument of Catholic grace. For me, there is no 
compelling religious or even spiritual vision in this narrative; here I 
surrender instead to an agnostic realm in which malicious strangers exist and 
horror happens and explanations, finally, are largely beyond me--if not beyond Flannery O'Connor. 

"A Good Man Is Hard to Find" is an elegant nightmare of daylight terrors. 

What I sense and feel in this extraordinary story is a somber yet comical 
rhythm, virtually unbroken, of mystery and enigma, of fate and perversity--a 
narrative set down to us with the bold and brutal beauty of things darkly buried that must not remain buried. 

What I would give to capture a similar essence in my own fiction! 

Simply put, no one has ever written a more chilling tale than "A Good Man Is Hard to Find." 

No one. 

 

  



 11 

SOURCE 5 

 
“‘One of My Babies': The Misfit and the Grandmother” 

Author: Stephen C. Bandy 

Date: Winter 1996 

From: Studies in Short Fiction (Vol. 33, Issue 1) 

Reprint In: Short Story Criticism (Vol. 61) 

Document Type: Critical essay 

 
Source Citation (MLA 8th Edition)    

Bandy, Stephen C. "'One of My Babies': The Misfit and the Grandmother." Short Story Criticism, edited by 

Janet Witalec, vol. 61, Gale, 2003. Gale Literature Resource 

Center, https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1420050919/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=eb1255e1. 

Accessed 18 Mar. 2020. Originally published in Studies in Short Fiction, vol. 33, no. 1, Winter 1996, pp. 

107-118. 

 

Parenthetical Citation (substitute your page or paragraph # for 5) 

(Bandy 5) or (Bandy par. 5) 

 

Source 5 Full Text  

[(essay date winter 1996) In the following essay, Bandy disputes O'Connor's interpretation of her short story " A Good Ma
n Is Hard to Find " as one not of grace and salvation, but rather deeply pessimistic and contrary to Christian doctrines. ] 

Criticism of Flannery O'Connor's fiction, under the spell of the writer's occasional comments, has been unusually suscept
ible to interpretations based on Christian dogma. None of O'Connor's stories has been more energetically theologized th
an her most popular, "A Good Man Is Hard To Find." O'Connor flatly declared the story to be a parable of grace and red
emption, and for the true believer there can be no further discussion. As James Mellard remarks, "O'Connor simply tells 
her readers--either through narrative interventions or be extra-textual exhortations--
how they are to interpret her work" (625). And should not the writer know best what her story is about? A loaded questi
on, to which the best answer may be D. H Lawrence's advice: trust the art, but not the artist. 

One cannot deny that the concerns of this story are the basic concerns of Christian belief: faith, death, salvation. And yet
, if one reads the story without prejudice, there would seem to be little here to inspire hope for redemption of any of its 
characters. No wishful search for evidence of grace or for epiphanies of salvation, by author or reader, can soften the ha
rsh truth of "A Good Man Is Hard To Find." Its message is profoundly pessimistic and in fact subversive to the doctrines 
of grace and charity, despite heroic efforts to disguise that fact. This vexing little masterpiece cannot be saved from itself
. It has a will of its own and a moral of its own. 

There are really only two characters in this story: the Grandmother and the Misfit. The rest are wonderfully drawn--
hateful little June Star, or whiny Red Sammy--
but they do not figure in the central debate. Although the Misfit is not physically present until the final pages, his influen
ce hangs over the story almost from the beginning, when the Grandmother warns her son Bailey of the dangerous crimi
nal "aloose from the Federal Pen" ( The Complete Stories [ The Complete Stories of Flannery O'Connor ] 117). Once the f
amily sets off on their vacation trip, the Grandmother seems to forget her feigned concern, for it is only a strategy by wh
ich she hopes to force Bailey to take the family in another direction. But the reader has not forgotten. We wonder only 
when, and where, the inevitable confrontation will take place. At Red Sam's filling station, we suppose. But O'Connor ha
s other plans, which are fulfilled in a chain of events so contrived, so improbable, and so perfectly appropriate to this ear
ful of cartoon characters, that we can only be delighted by the writer's disdain for the niceties of plotting. It is a brilliant 
stroke: their car rolls over in a field miles from anywhere; and then, as sure as sundown, the Misfit and his crew slowly m
ove toward them. The story rapidly moves to its climax, when the Misfit shoots the Grandmother dead. But what comes 

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1420050919/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=eb1255e1
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just before that killing interests us even more. The Misfit has already directed the execution of the Grandmother's entire
 family, and it must be obvious to all, including reader and Grandmother, that she is the next to die. But she struggles on.
 Grasping at any appeal, and hardly aware of what she is saying, the Grandmother declares to the Misfit: "Why you're on
e of my babies. You're one of my own children!" As she utters these shocking words, "She reached out and touched him 
on the shoulder. The Misfit sprang back as if a snake had bitten him and shot her three times through the chest" (132). 

Noting that some squeamish readers had found this ending too strong, O'Connor defended the scene in this way: "If I to
ok out this gesture and what she says with it, I would have no story. What was left would not be worth your attention" ( 
Mystery and Manners 112). Certainly the scene is crucial to the story, and most readers, I think, grant its dramatic "right
ness" as a conclusion. What is arguable is the meaning to the Grandmother's final words to the Misfit, as well as her "ges
ture," which seemed equally important to O'Connor. One's interpretation depends on one's opinion of the Grandmother
. 

What are we to think of this woman? At the story's beginning, she seems a harmless busybody, utterly self-
absorbed but also amusing, in her way. And, in her way, she provides a sort of human Rorschach test of her readers. We 
readily forgive her so much, including her mindless racism--
she points at the "cute little pickaninny" by the roadside, and entertains her grandchildren with a story in which a water
melon is devoured by "a nigger boy." She is filled with the prejudices of her class and her time. And so, some readers con
clude, she is in spite of it all a "good" person. Somewhat more ominously, the Misfit--
after he has fired three bullets into her chest--
pronounces that she might have been "a good woman ... if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her
 life" (133). We surmise that in the universe of this story, the quality of what is "good" (which is after all the key word of 
the story's title) depends greatly on who is using the term. I do not think the Misfit is capable of irony--
he truly means what he says about her, even though he finds it necessary to kill her. Indeed, the opposing categories of "
good" and "evil" are very much in the air throughout this story. But like most supposed opposites, they have an alarming
 tendency to merge. It is probably worth noting that the second line of the once-
popular song that gave O'Connor her title is "You always get the other kind." 

Much criticism of the story appears to take a sentimental view of the Grandmother largely because she is a grandmother
. Flannery O'Connor herself, as we shall see shortly, found little to blame in this woman, choosing to wrap her in the com
fortable mantle of elderly Southern womanhood. O'Connor applies this generalization so uncritically that we half suspec
t she is pulling our leg. In any case, we can be sure that such sentimentality (in the mind of either the writer or her chara
cter) is fatal to clear thinking. If the Grandmother is old (although she does not seem to be that old), grey-
haired, and "respectable," it follows that she must be weak, gentle, and benevolent--
precisely the Grandmother's opinion of herself, and she is not shy of letting others know it. Intentionally or not, O'Conno
r has etched the Grandmother's character with wicked irony, which makes it all the more surprising to read the author's 
response to a frustrated teacher whose (Southern) students persisted in favoring the Grandmother, despite his strenuou
s efforts to point out her flaws. O'Connor said, 

I had to tell him that they resisted ... because they all had grandmothers or great-
aunts just like her at home, and they knew, from personal experience, that the old lady lacked comprehension, but that 
she had a good heart. 

O'Connor continued, 

The Southerner is usually tolerant of those weaknesses that proceed from innocence, and he knows that a taste 
for self-preservation can be readily combined with the missionary spirit. ( Mystery and Manners 110) 

What is most disappointing in this moral summary of the Grandmother, and her ilk, is its disservice to the spiky, vindictiv
e woman of the story. There may be a purpose to O'Connor's betrayal of her own character: her phrase "missionary spiri
t" gives the game away. O'Connor is determined that the Grandmother shall be the Misfit's savior, even though she may 
not seem so in the story. 



 13 
The Grandmother's role as grace-
bringer is by now a received idea, largely because the author said it is so. But one must question the propriety of such tin
kering with the character, after the fact. It reduces the fire-
breathing woman who animates this story to nothing much more than a cranky maiden aunt. On the contrary, the Grand
mother is a fierce fighter, never more so than in her final moments, nose-to-nose with the Misfit. 

Granted, the Grandmother is not a homicidal monster like the Misfit, and she certainly does not deserve to die for her m
inor sins. And yet, does she quite earn absolution from any moral weakness beyond that of "a hypocritical old soul" (111
)? For every reader who sees the image of his or her own grandmother printed on this character's cold face, as O'Connor
 suggested we might do, there are surely many others who can only be appalled by a calculating opportunist who is capa
ble of embracing her family's murderer, to save her own skin. Where indeed is the "good heart" which unites this unprin
cipled woman with all those "grandmothers or great-
aunts just like her at home"? The answer to that question can only be an affirmation of the "banality of evil," to use Han
nah Arendt's well-known phrase. 

O'Connor did not exactly defend the Grandmother's selfish behavior; but the writer famously described this final gesture
 as "the action of grace in the Grandmother's soul" (Mystery and Manners 113). Following O'Connor's suggestion, other 
commentators have elaborated upon the doctrine of grace as it might appear in this episode, sometimes with surprising 
results: Robert H. Brinkmeyer urges, "No longer just a silly old lady, she reaches out in a Christ-
like gesture to touch the Misfit, declaring he is one of her children" (161). 

The doctrine of grace has caused endless trouble in the historic theological debates of the Church. Grace is not to be inv
oked lightly, particularly in a secular milieu. Even now there is no settled interpretation; through the centuries the Churc
h has entertained a variety of views regarding the mechanics of grace. To bring the complex machinery of this theologica
l abstraction into the alien world of the Grandmother and the Misfit is more than inappropriate. It is inapplicable. What 
does in fact happen in this part of the story is quite straightforward: the Grandmother, having exhausted all other appea
ls to the Misfit, resorts to her only remaining (though certainly imperfect) weapon: motherhood. Declaring to the Misfit t
hat he is one of her babies, she sets out to conquer him. Perhaps she hopes that this ultimate flattery will melt his heart,
 and he will collapse in her comforting motherly embrace. Such are the stratagems of sentimentality. The moral shoddin
ess of her action is almost beyond description. If we had not already guessed the depths to which the Grandmother mig
ht sink, now we know. It is not easy to say who is the more evil, the Misfit or the Grandmother, and indeed that is the po
int. Her behavior is the manifest of her character. 

It has been said that no action is without its redeeming aspect. Could this unspeakable act of selfishness carry within it t
he seeds of grace, acting, as it were, above the Grandmother? So Flannery O'Connor believed. But what is the precise m
ovement of grace in this scene? It is surely straining the text to propose that the Grandmother has in this moment "seen 
the light." Are we to regard her as the unwitting agent of divine grace whose selfish intentions are somehow transfigure
d into a blessing? Such seems to have been O'Connor's opinion: 

... however unlikely this may seem, the old lady's gesture, like the mustard-seed, will grow to be a great crow-
filled tree in the Misfit's heart, and will be enough of a pain to him there to turn him into the prophet he was meant to b
ecome. ( Mystery and Manners 113) 

We are almost persuaded to forget that none of this happens in the story itself. If this can be so, then we can just as easi
ly attribute any interpretation we like to the scene. But in fact he is in no way changed, There is no "later on" in fiction. 
We do not, and will not, see "created grace" in the spirit of the Misfit. 

But more important, this is not the way grace works. As we read in the New Catholic Encyclopedia : 

... the spiritual creature must respond to this divine self-
donation freely. Hence, the doctrine of grace supposes a creature already constituted in its own being in such wise that i
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t has the possibility of entering into a free and personal relationship with the Divine Persons or of rejecting that relations
hip. (6: 661) 

If grace was extended to the Misfit, he refused it and that is the end. There can be no crow-
filled tree, nor can there be the "lines of spiritual motion" leading to that tree, however attractive the image may be. Pru
dently, O'Connor added, "But that's another story" ( Mystery and Manners 113). 

It is indeed another story, in which one can almost make out, emerging from the mind of the Misfit, the shadow of Hazel
 Motes, central figure of Wise Blood. Yet we must distinguish between the story at hand and a story that had not yet bee
n written. In just this way O'Connor's habit of after-the-
fact interpretation is most troubling. Harold Bloom observes that there is "something of a gap between O'Connor as lay t
heologue and O'Connor as a storyteller." He continues: "I suspect though that the fiction's implicit theology is very differ
ent from what O'Connor thought it to be." We might agree with his wish that O'Connor had resisted the temptation to e
xplain her fiction so fully. For whatever the stories may have meant to her, they often send a quite different message to 
the reader. Bloom concludes: "Her pious admirers to the contrary, O'Connor would have bequeathed us even stronger n
ovels and stories, of the eminence of Faulkner's, if she had been able to restrain her spiritual tendentiousness" (8). 

The comparison with Faulkner is apt, for O'Connor was as surely a practitioner of "Southern Gothic" as he, especially in h
er mingling of humor and horror. That she was well aware of this legacy is abundantly clear in such essays as "Some Asp
ects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction" and "The Regional Writer," in which she ponders the powerful grip of Souther
n culture upon the imagination of the Southern writer. But O'Connor was not simply a "Southern" writer: she was a Cath
olic Southern writer, a distinction that she was careful to draw. And yet, once it is drawn, in the essay titled "The Catholic
 Novelist in the Protestant South," O'Connor seemed equivocal, to say the least, about the uncertain tug-of-
war between religious forces and cultural forces: "What the Southern Catholic writer is apt to find, when he descends wi
thin his imagination, is not Catholic life but the life of this region in which he is both native and alien" ( Mystery and Man
ners 197). 

Ben Satterfield notes amusingly that "O'Connor was, after all, nearly as contradictory as the Bible itself" (42). One must t
ake a hard look at this implied distinction between Southern Protestant and Southern Catholic. After all, both are Christi
an, and share essentially the same body of religious beliefs and attitudes. Although two branches (or perhaps better, tru
nk and branch) of the same theology, in the United States they differ mainly in their public manifestation. There is far m
ore difference, in doctrine and in ritual, among the various Protestant sects, than between, say, Catholics and Episcopali
ans. But in fact most Americans are fundamentally irreligious, whatever creed they claim. If there is a meaningful distinct
ion to be made among American Christians, it must be between active practitioners, and the inactive non-practitioners--
who constitute the great majority and who certainly count the Grandmother among their number. This is not to say that 
there is no doctrinal difference between Catholic Christians and Protestant Christians in the South. But in general belief 
and practice they are probably more alike than, let us say, Southern Catholics and urban Catholics of the Northeast. Final
ly, for most Americans, religious doctrine is neither important nor well understood. Religious affiliation nowadays serves
 largely as a social marker. Indeed, when O'Connor speaks of the nearly irresistible force of "the life of this region," she s
eems to concede that Americans are more clearly recognized by regional differences than by religious differences. 

In this light, to describe the Grandmother as the vessel of divine grace, almost in spite of herself, is to transform her into 
a creature who simply has nothing to do with the Grandmother's character, as given. In dismissing O'Connor's claims of t
his moment of grace, Satterfield rightly observes that "when the author made such statements--
and she made plenty of them--
she was speaking as a propagandist, not an artist" (44). It is a purely intellectual conceit, which in a real sense betrays he
r integrity as a character. At the risk of repeating myself, this interpretation can be valid only if it is intrinsic to the story, 
and not imposed upon the story. (A useful contrast can be made with O'Connor's "Revelation," in which the final hallucin
ation, or revelation, of Mrs. Turpin surely qualifies as an experience of unmistakable sacramental significance.) 

At her moment of extremity, the Grandmother lurches desperately from one strategy to another, not quite admitting to 
herself that the Misfit will kill her just as casually as he has killed the rest of her family. All of her ruses, so dependable in 
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the past, have failed. We are well acquainted with her manipulative techniques: her fruitless deceptions of her son Baile
y (who knows her little games too well to be fooled), or her shameless pandering to the gas station's "Red Sammy," who
m she assures, in the automatic way of habitual flatterer, that he is indeed a "good man"--a casual tossing-
off of the phrase that will at the last seal her fate, when she uses it once too often. The Grandmother has perfected the t
echnique of the insincere compliment, and we suppose that she has used it to great effect for most of her life. But not th
is time. The Misfit, withdrawing ever deeper into the dank recesses of his memories, hardly seems to hear her words, or 
even to notice her, until she mentions Jesus. And then, misjudging his reaction, she makes the great mistake of reaching 
out to touch him. 

Here as elsewhere, the Grandmother's guiding principle seems to be "by any means necessary." As was mentioned earli
er, in our first view of the Grandmother we witness a chilling demonstration of her selfishness. She is determined to coer
ce her son to take the family on vacation to Tennessee rather than Florida. To accomplish this end, she does not hesitate
 to dangle before his eyes the horrifying prospect of his children's death: 

"Now look here, Bailey," she said, "see here, read this," and she stood with one hand on her thin hip and the other rattli
ng the newspaper at his bald head. "Here this follow that calls himself The Misfit is aloose from the Federal Pen and hea
ded toward Florida and you read here what it says he did to these people. Just you read it. I wouldn't take my children in
 any direction with a criminal like that aloose in it. I couldn't answer to my conscience if I did." (117) 

Bailey is unmoved. He has heard such idle threats from his mother all his life. But at the story's end, in a possibly too per
fect irony, her prediction comes true, as the result of her meddling. The sting in the tail of this irony is that they would n
ever have met the Misfit at all, if Bailey had given in to the Grandmother's demand to go to Tennessee, instead of Florid
a. To be sure, this is fore-shadowing with a vengeance. 

The Grandmother's petty acts of deception are, it seems at first glance, merely that--
petty acts. Profoundly dishonest, she stops at nothing to have her way. Against Bailey's orders, she has smuggled her cat
 (Pitty Sing by name, an allusion to The Mikado that may reflect the Grandmother's less apparent cultural aspirations) ab
oard the car as they begin their trip. Much later, the cat's leaping onto Bailey's back will cause the accident that leads dir
ectly into the final scenes of the story. (Anyone who has traveled long distances with a cat might marvel at the fact that 
Pitty Sing has managed to remain in her basket undetected all this time.) As the family sets out, the Grandmother puts o
n her public face: carefully turned out in a lace-
trimmed dress, straw sailor hat, and a sachet pinned at the neckline, so that "In case of an accident, anyone seeing her d
ead on the highway would know at once that she was a lady" (118). 

Her vanity is remarkable. But the Grandmother prefers to see herself as a valiant defender of social decorum in a world 
of barbarians, She speaks often and at length of the decline of civility, which in her lexicon seems a synonym for obedien
ce--
of the lack of trust, lack of respect (especially for her), and of the sad fact that people are "not nice like they used to be."
 At the same time, she herself trusts no one and has respect for no one who gets in her way. She is in fact a woman with 
neither values nor morals, though she would be shocked to be told so. 

But what of it? What harm finally comes of her simpleminded preoccupation with herself) The answer to that question, i
t seems to me, is the key to this story, and it becomes clear only when she is face-to-
face with the Misfit. He too is a person who lives only for himself, yet knowing that (as he angrily chastises the uncompr
ehending Bobby Lee) "It's no real pleasure in life" (133). But the Misfit has at least this advantage over the Grandmother:
 he knows who he is. And worse for her, he knows who she is. 

In her efforts to strike a soft place in the heart of the Misfit, the Grandmother leads their conversation into religious cha
nnels. That is, she admonishes him to "pray," perhaps hoping to distract him from the frightening recital of his violent lif
e: "If you would pray ... Jesus would help you" (130). Mentioning the name of Jesus is a mistake, for it ignites a slow-
burning fuse in the mind of the Misfit. It seems that he has given Jesus a good deal of thought--
far more than the Grandmother ever had done. Indeed, as she continues to mutter the name of Jesus, "the way she was 
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saying it, it sounded as if she might be cursing" (131). With cold intensity, never raising his voice, the Misfit intones, "Jes
us thown everything off balance. It was the same case with Him as with me except He hadn't committed any crime ..." (1
31). Ignoring the Grandmother's wailing, the Misfit pursues his obsession: "Jesus was the only One that ever raised the d
ead ... and He shouldn't have done it. He thown everything off balance" (132). For the Misfit, as for many others (includi
ng Jesus himself on the cross), the problem is one of faith. He cannot believe, because he has no proof. Therefore, the ch
oice is clear: 

"If He did what He said, then it's nothing for you to do but throw away everything and follow Him,and if He didn't, then i
t's nothing for you to do but enjoy the few minutes you got left the best way you can--
by killing somebody or burning down his house or doing some other meanness to him. No pleasure but meanness," he s
aid and his voice had become almost a snarl. (132) 

This is the Misfit's philosophy of life--
nasty, short, and brutish. Crude and inarticulate though it be, the Misfit's view of life has an ancient pedigree, linking hi
m to the original Sinner himself Like Milton's Satan, he lives by the creed, "Evil, be thou my good!" The sin of Satan, acco
rding to Milton, echoing the words of the Fathers of the Church from St. Augustine onward, was superbia, the monstrou
s pride that begets all other sins. But the heaven-
storming defiance of the Archfiend is diminished, just as the underpinnings of theology have gradually fallen away. The n
on serviam of Satan becomes merely the sour nihilism of the Misfit. His anger has nothing to do with the yearning for fre
edom that makes Milton's Satan such a curiously sympathetic character. The Misfit's anger is the product of a conviction
 that nothing has value, not even freedom. No pleasure but meanness. 

The emptiness in the soul of the Misfit is not an absence of religious faith (as the Grandmother naively sees it), but his la
ck of any kind of faith at all. The Misfit trusts nothing that he has not himself witnessed, touched, weighed and measure
d. This is his "reality." Whatever transcends that reality--faith, hope, and charity might sum it up very well--
has no meaning for him. He will not trust the miracles of Jesus because, as he agitatedly complains to the Grandmother, 
"It ain't right I wasn't there because it I had of been there I would of known" (132). The Misfit's inability to believe has de
stroyed his humanity. His nihilism is complete: "No pleasure but meanness." 

In his study of O'Connor's fiction, The Imagination of Extremity, Frederick Asals speaks of the strong influence of existent
ialist ideas on American writers after the Second World War (29). As Asals suggests, it is not necessary to prove that O'C
onnor read the writings of Sartre and Camus, directly or indirectly, to infer their influence upon her thought. Indeed, wh
at bright college student of 30 or 40 years ago did not find himself or herself in the figure of Camus's Sisyphus, pushing t
hat stone endlessly up the mountainside, without purpose or reprieve? Some found their answer in Sartre's formulation 
of the gratuitous act ("meanness" says it perfectly) as a way of bestowing meaning on the absurdity of life. 

The questions that existentialism asks are not necessarily atheist in their origins or in their conclusions. As Asals reminds 
us, existentialism has always been a conspicuous thread in the fabric of Christian philosophy (29). Asals's discussion of ex
istentialism centers on Wise Blood, in so many ways a tale for which "A Good Man" [ "A Good Man Is Hard To Find." ] se
ems the first draft. And certainly his point can apply equally to O'Connor's earlier story. 

The Misfit lives in a world with no rules, a world in which "everything is permitted," including the ultimate crime of murd
er. As Camus writes in The Rebel, "He who denies everything and assumes the authority to kill ... lay claim to nothing sho
rt of total freedom and the unlimited display of human pride" (282). Destruction is finally the only act of affirmation avail
able to the nihilist, his defiance of certain defeat. Like Sisyphus, he has his moment of bleak glory as he watches his ston
e roll down the mountainside. 

The Grandmother has no more read Camus than she has understood the Bible. She is quick to invoke the name of Jesus, 
but it is perfectly clear that the Grandmother's religion is entirely of the lip-
serving variety. "Maybe He didn't raise the dead," she mutters in response to the Misfit's outburst, for it hardly makes a
ny difference to her, one way or the other. She is concerned only with her survival, in the midst of the blood-
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bath that has engulfed her family. The fact that Bailey, his wife, and their children now lie dead nearby seems to have as 
little meaning for her as the divinity of Jesus--a topic, however, of compelling importance to the Misfit. 

Unlike the Grandmother, the Misfit has struggled to understand good and evil. His final verdict is relentlessly logical. And
 yet, surprisingly, their philosophical positions--his by determination, hers by accident--
are not so far apart in the end. By his lights, she could have been "a good woman"--
if only she had not talked so much. Traveling by two different routes, the Grandmother and the Misfit have arrived at th
e same destination, both geographically and intellectually. No words could be more shocking, and yet appropriate: "Why
 you're one of my babies. You're one of my own children!" Indeed he is one of her babies; for her lack of values is his lack
 as well. Those two faces, so close together, are mirror images. The Misfit is simply a more completely evolved form of th
e Grandmother. In truth, one of her babies. 

To insist at this moment of mutual revelation that the Grandmother is transformed into the agent of God's grace is to do
 serious violence to the story. It is as tendentious as to decree that the three bullets in her chest symbolize the Trinity. At
 the end, "A Good Man is Hard to Find" descends further into the depths of existential despair than very many other exa
mples of twentieth-
century fiction: Celine perhaps, or among American writers, Henry Miller. There is a fierce internal coherence to the char
acter of the Grandmother, and it has nothing to do with forgiveness, witting or unwitting. Flannery O'Connor built better
 than she knew--or at any rate, better than she dared acknowledge. 
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SOURCE 6 EXCERPT FROM FULL TEXT: 

 

Excerpt from “The Figure of Vacancy” 

[(essay date fall 1996) In the following essay, Prunty investigates the role of vacancy in the stories of Peter Taylor and O'C
onnor. ] 

In Flannery O'Connor's "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," the grandmother is the first to comment upon the blankness of th
e sky. Later the Misfit says, "Don't see no sun but don't see no cloud neither." In Peter Taylor's less familiar but equally 
masterful "A Wife of Nashville," Helen Ruth stands silently behind a tea cart and looks into the dark recesses of her living
 room as she prepares to explain to the men of her family why Jess McGehee had to lie about leaving. The blank sky of th
e one story and a prolonged silence in the other are only two of many figures for despair, but they provide a good place 
to begin thinking about the figure of vacancy. 

For both O'Connor and Taylor, narrative leads to gaps. These may appear as a nondescript sky or the recesses of a room,
 or they may take the form of a zero unwittingly added to a date or a lie added to a story. However they come about, the
y refute normal expectations and lead to what is unique and essential about a story. 

Flannery O'Connor introduces the raw realities of life in rural Georgia, then uses wit, caricature and even cartoon-
like violence to void normal expectations and achieve situations more complicated than ordinary description uncovers. 
Not made to face what frequently are O'Connor's violent extremes, Peter Taylor's characters nevertheless place each ot
her in extremis so the complexities of their lives are put in relief. For both writers this is done by pairing characters, pairi
ng their situations and actions so the ordinary closure we expect from a story is broken open and what follows is vacanc
y. In the hands of O'Connor and Taylor, this has become a figure for despair. 

Compared to O'Connor's, Peter Taylor's characters march by in rounded and unexaggerated form. Characterization follo
ws the conventions of literary realism and avoids the religious allegory of O'Connor's fiction. The people who most often 
populate Taylor's stories are individuals of substantial means and reliable judgement who find themselves operating by c
odes that no longer hold sway, as they stand politely isolated while their world disintegrates around them. But Taylor's g
entle folk do share one important trait with O'Connor's rustics, and that is vacancy. Well-
heeled and ruminative as they are, Taylor's characters parallel O'Connor's when they confront their own bleak ends. For 
Taylor's people, despair results from individual and cultural blind spots. While O'Connor pushes her characters beyond s
ociety's terms to absolute ends, Taylor's characters experience neither the violence nor the terror that O'Connor raises, 
but they, too, are misfits. They stand before equally powerful forms of vacancy, muted as those forms may be by the mo
res of Chatham, Thornton, Nashville and Memphis. 

The Southerners who populate O'Connor's "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" are flat, yet exaggerated individuals facing thei
r own meanness and mortality. Paralleling one of Kierkegaard's definitions for despair, O'Connor's characters are brough
t to vacancy where they confront the infinite and experience their own finitude. Pressed to a different sort of absolute, 
Helen Ruth and the other characters in Taylor's "A Wife of Nashville" do not experience the violence that besets the gran
dmother and her family in "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," but Taylor's characters are stranded by elements in their lives 
that are as empty and inexplicable as the blank sky that characterizes the meeting between the grandmother and the Mi
sfit. 

O'Connor and Taylor have numerous stories in which the protagonist and other characters are like the "self" Kierkegaard
 describes as willing to be that "which [it] is not." It is a self caught in despair three ways at once: the despair of not kno
wing who one is, the despair of not willing to be oneself and the despair of willing to be someone other than oneself. An
y individual in one of these three conditions is in the other two as well. A person cannot will to be himself or herself with
out knowing who that self is. And since the will is a given, if the self does not know who it is, it must will to be someone 
other than itself. And so on, laughably or lamentably, around the three sides. 
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O'Connor's copy of Walter Lowrie's translation of Kierkegaard's The Sickness Unto Death contains a marginal notation w
hich appears after Kierkegaard's description of the three-
sided despair outlined above. The section O'Connor marked discusses the Philistine's lack of imagination and the fact tha
t "reality helps terrors which transcend the parrot-
wisdom of trivial experience." [Italics mine.] Remembering "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," one thinks not only of Bailey's
 parrot shirt, returned from his dead body, but also of his terror when he stands paralyzed in a runner's starting position.
 O'Connor's solution to "parrot wisdom" (her genius for radicalizing clichés comes to mind) is to cause the Philistine to d
espair ... and to realize that he or she is in despair. 

In O'Connor's view, the grandmother's realization of who she is, which comes with her recognition of her despair, leads t
o her salvation. When she sees the Misfit's "face twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry" and says, "'Why you
're one of my babies,'" she is no longer pretending to the exclusive status of a lady but has accepted the inclusive role of 
grandmother, a role in which the story's omniscient narrator has placed her all along by repeatedly calling her "the gran
dmother." The point of the grandmother's name is that she is mother to the other characters in the story. She does not r
ecognize this until the end. She does not know who she is and is not willing to be herself. It takes shooting her to bring h
er to what she is, a grandmother reaching out even to the Misfit, saying even he is one of her babies. 

For Kierkegaard, there are gradations of despair, but the worst form is not knowing one is in despair. Until the end of the
 story, the grandmother's smug pretensions to gentility and her manipulative assumptions about goodness reveal that sh
e does not recognize her real condition. She is a finished example of the Philistine Kierkegaard describes and that O'Con
nor noted with her marginal lining in The Sickness Unto Death. In O'Connor's understanding, "parrot-
wisdom" can only lead to vacancy, which is an opening where her real action, the invisible struggle between good and ev
il, occurs. Vacancy is the place where O'Connor's characters are either sealed as themselves or erased permanently. 

O'Connor did not duplicate Kierkegaard's reasoning. What she had to say about despair grew out of her characters. Than
ks to his background with John Crowe Ransom, Peter Taylor was versed in the critical principles of texture and structure, 
but texture came first, and that meant character. Texture was the stuff of a story while structure was its argument. Neit
her of these writers began with structure; each started with a character's predicament. 

O'Connor's and Taylor's characters live around empty places, but where they live they find a lot of company, and they ar
e defined by their relations to others. Each may see himself or herself as a discrete individual, but in fact each is an exten
sional self, too: a mother, father, brother, son, daughter. Identity derives from others as much as it comes from oneself. 
A character is on the one hand subjective and autobiographical and on the other hand objective and biographical. Both t
he grandmother and Helen Ruth move from subjective understandings of themselves to objective ones. 

A character occupies an interior world of wish and gratification while populating an exterior world of relationships with 
others and responsibilities to them. The grandmother in "A Good Man Is Hard to Find" is not just a subjective, vain wom
an concerned with being considered a lady if found dead on the highway; she is a grand mother, someone with maternal
 ties to everyone in the story, even to her tormentor, the Misfit. That is why she is never called anything other than "the 
grandmother." The grandmother's maternal role provides the external part of her identity, which she denies until the ve
ry end of the story when she sees the Misfit's suffering, his "face twisted close to her own," and calls him one of her "ba
bies." In his suffering, the Misfit's face, his countenance, literally is "twisted close to" that of the grandmother as O'Conn
or likens the two; just as in "Everything That Rises Must Converge," Julian discovers who he is through his mother's deat
h, her face also twisted close, with one eye raking her son and finding "nothing" ... at which point Julian discovers the va
cancy beside which he has lived all along. When he goes for help, his feet carry him "nowhere." O'Connor says that he ru
ns toward "lights" that drift "farther away" and that this is Julian's "entry into the world of guilt and sorrow." It is his entr
y into knowledge of his despair, figured as the street down which he runs, with its receding lights--
a terrifyingly vacant area. 

... 

II 
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In "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," after the grandmother and her family have stopped for lunch, the otherwise passive m
other of John Wesley, June Star and the baby, a woman whose face is "as broad and innocent as a cabbage," puts "a dim
e in the machine and play[s]" "The Tennessee Waltz," while her children, husband and mother-in-
law wait for their "orders" to be filled. This is the one time the mother shows enough energy to distinguish herself from 
her loud and willful family. The edge readers recognize in what she does results from the fact that prior to the trip the gr
andmother had been "seizing" every opportunity to "change Bailey's mind" so the family would vacation in geographicall
y contracted "east Tennessee," where, ironically, the grandmother asserts the children could become "broad" and wher
e she inflatedly hopes to "visit some of her connections." In fact, until she reaches to touch the Misfit, the grandmother 
denies rather than seeks her real "connections." The mother's decision to play "The Tennessee Waltz" reminds the grand
mother that she failed to get her way, and she responds. 

The grandmother "ask[s] Bailey if he would like to dance," turning the song's opening line, "I was dancing with my darlin
g," into a claim on Bailey's attention. After Bailey "glare[s] at her," she reasons that he lacks her "naturally sunny disposit
ion," and O'Connor says, "the grandmother's brown eyes were very bright," as she "swayed her head from side to side a
nd pretended she was dancing in her chair." Bailey glares, the grandmother's eyes are "bright," and the internal fires buil
d. The one title for two very different Tennessee waltzes creates a gap that prefigures the opening among the pines in w
hich the grandmother and the Misfit will pair off. 

The image of the grandmother moving her head from "side to side" is important here. The grandmother's determination
 to hold what she considers to be the high ground, so aptly portrayed by her pretensions to being a lady and by her mani
pulation of what, for O'Connor, is a complex notion of the "good," seems to be the first point, or "side" to her despair. B
ut there is another "side." Along with the little vacancies created by the date of the Misfit's father's death, "nineteen oug
ht nineteen" (that is, 19019, thus "ought" as in nought, cipher or zero) plus the grandmother's array of clichés and the lie
 she tells about the secret panel in the house, that other "side" is made by "The Tennessee Waltz": a song about another
 song which the members of the family, waiting for their "orders" in "The Tower ... dance hall ... outside Timothy," never 
hear. 

The narrator in "The Tennessee Waltz" tells us he was "dancing" with his "darling" to "The Tennessee Waltz," an older tu
ne named but never heard. Added to the song about a missing song, there is the grandmother's confusion about gentilit
y and the good, each of these a kind of vacancy. The figures just listed represent disjunction. There is no such year as "ni
neteen ought nineteen"; the grandmother's clichés are hollow; the lie she tells creates the opportunity (or vacuum) for t
he Misfit to enter the action, and "The Tennessee Waltz" played in the story is not the "Tennessee Waltz" named in the s
ong. 

"A Good Man Is Hard to Find" is constructed around gaps. The story's title, a cliché that becomes the chilling truth, is ta
ken from an unheard song also, and it, too, operates as a kind of cipher--
vacant as a platitude, waiting to be filled by new meaning. The grandmother tells Red Sammy he is a good man, and he a
ccepts that as truth. Clichés abide as truth. (Later, when she will try the same strategy with the Misfit, he will reject it.) T
he family has stopped outside Timothy, and the grandmother sets about echoing Paul's Second Epistle to Timothy, wher
e he encourages Timothy to "endure hardness, as a good soldier of ... Christ." [Italics mine.] Paul also describes one who 
is "ever learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth," an apt description of the Misfit, who in his litera
l-
mindedness, perhaps a parody of gnostic pride, remains a skeptic because he was not present when Christ raised the de
ad. The Misfit is not a completely negative agent, however. He is the means by which the grandmother is killed, but to O'
Connor's understanding he is the grandmother's salvation, too. The Misfit is an agent by which O'Connor transforms but 
revives a truth long buried in the grandmother's platitude about a good man. 

The Misfit limits knowledge to his own brand of empiricism, a product of scientific materialism and rationalism he seems
 to have absorbed by osmosis. O'Connor would say he got it from the air he breathed. For her, the Misfit's first problem i
s the freakish contradiction in his desire to reduce faith to knowledge. The contrast between his brutality and his overly 
polite manner parallels this. In order to believe, the Misfit requires that he be present to see the dead raised so he can k
now for himself. He is a doubting Thomas. For him, knowledge has priority over faith. To O'Connor's mind, this is as conf
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used as any cliché. And the vacancy that results from such confusion exists in various ways: the Misfit's coldness and con
viction ("It's no real pleasure in life,") or, less dramatically, the fact that June Star does her tap routine to a song too slow
 for tap dancing, or the contrast between the name, June Star, which sounds like a stage name, and the false piety of her
 brother's name, John Wesley. And there are further contradictions. 

Echoing the book of Timothy, O'Connor suggests that, by dying, one lives. O'Connor sees a knotted relationship between
 the Misfit and the grandmother in the sense that, while the Misfit murders the grandmother, he nevertheless is the age
nt for her salvation. The contradiction here is that the Misfit is a cold-
blooded killer who possesses certain admirable qualities. For one thing, he is honest, to the point of his own strange abs
olutism. For another, he is the most rational character in the story. 

The Misfit and the grandmother meet in a clearing that serves as a figure for his confusion over faith and knowledge and
 for her confusion about what "good" really means. It is a vacant place suitable for the Misfit's different levels of denial: t
he unacknowledged fact that he killed his father, his reducing faith to knowledge derived from experience and his asserti
ng that there is no "pleasure," i.e. joy, "in life." And it also is a place suitable for the grandmother's repeated denial: her 
series of lies--
to herself about gentility, race and poverty, her disposition, the integrity of the past, even her cat's affection for her. And
, after she realizes she was wrong about the house with the secret panel, she lies tacitly in remaining silent and allowing 
the family's accident to occur, which brings on the Misfit. When the Misfit appears, the grandmother is the one who rec
ognizes him and thus insures another level of denial, that he will have to kill the family in order to cover his tracks. The cl
earing surrounded by menacing pines under the featureless Georgia sky, through which the wind blows like an "insuck of
 breath," stands figuratively for a vacuum created by the lies and confused thinking of the two main characters in the sto
ry who meet there. Yet from all these negatives there is a positive result. 

Vacancy can be thought of in the stories here in terms of vacation, of a vacated office, of self-
vacancy, of a whole series of absences. As mentioned before, the grandmother is never referred to by any name other t
han the one that defines her office, her role in the family, a role she leaves vacated almost until the story's end. While th
e Misfit's name is capitalized, hers is not. She is supposed to be the selfless grand mother, someone given and giving to o
thers, but her self-
centered behavior belies that expectation. She is willful, petty and vain. Certainly she would enjoy having her name spell
ed in capitals. But her identity is bound up with the other characters in the story and requires that she abandon her pret
ensions about herself and return to who she really is. The grandmother has developed a set of comfortable assertions by
 which she holds off the despair that characterizes her. Until she doubts this structure, a kind of pretense built over skep
ticism, and rejects it, she is locked in the despair of not knowing who she is. But she is not alone in this ignorance. 

The story begins with Bailey reading the sports section of the paper. Later, when he is given the opportunity for his own 
moment of physical courage and athletic prowess, Bailey fails entirely. He leaves the story just as passively as he entered
 it. He knows the family is in a "terrible predicament," but his eyes are "as blue and intense as the parrots in his shirt." Th
at is, he is cognizant in a secondary way, similar to a parrot. He can repeat, but in his "parrot-
speech" he cannot originate speech or take action. He can see, but he cannot act; therefore, "he remain[s] perfectly still,
" and when he is ushered off, he calls the grandmother "Mama." 

In "A Good Man Is Hard to Find," various secondary pairings lay the groundwork for the vacancy that is created when th
e story's two main characters come together. The two songs entitled "The Tennessee Waltz," and the gap, literally the "o
ught," in the date the Misfit gives for his father's death, "nineteen ought nineteen," 19019, ready the reader for the mee
ting between the grandmother and her counterpart, the Misfit. And there are other preparations. One comes early in th
e story. It is the grandmother's observation about the weather for the family's trip: "She said she thought it was going to 
be a good day for driving, neither too hot nor too cold," echoing part of the "Message to Sardis" in "The Revelation of St.
 John the Divine." The phrase the grandmother echoes is "thou art neither cold nor hot," which is her own tepid conditio
n, though the Misfit will take care of that. He will force the grandmother to choose. Put in extremis by his coldness, she 
will move from "lukewarm" to "hot." 
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At the beginning of the story, the reader accepts what the grandmother says, that the weather is "good ... for driving" be
cause it is "neither too hot nor too cold." Later, when he cannot think of anything to say, the Misfit makes a chorus of thi
s by observing, "Ain't a cloud in the sky. ... Don't see no sun but don't see no cloud either." And when he is describing his
 time in jail the Misfit "again" looks "up ... at the cloudless sky." As Hiram and Bobby Lee take June Star, her mother and t
he baby into the woods the omniscient narrator observes that, "There was not a cloud in the sky nor any sun." And, final
ly, after the grandmother has been shot, we see her "in a puddle of blood with her legs crossed under her, like a child's a
nd her face smiling up at the cloudless sky." The meteorological vacancy that O'Connor describes repeatedly throughout 
the story stands figuratively for the lukewarm vacationers in the car and for the indifference of the physical world. 

The trip begins with the grandmother checking the mileage on the odometer, which warns readers of the empty hours a
head. Then she reviews how she is dressed, concluding that, if she were found dead on the road, anyone would know sh
e was a lady. Noting that they left "Atlanta at eight forty-
five with the mileage on the car at 55890," she reminds readers just how tedious things can become. Further emphasizin
g the oppressiveness of the situation, the grandmother writes her observation down, thinking "it would be interesting to
 say how many miles they had been when they got back," and she continues in this vein, noting that, "It took them twent
y minutes to reach the outskirts of the city." 

The ambivalent weather is O'Connor's most repeated figure, reminding one of the Augustinian battle between the Misfit
's coldness (his decision to rely only on himself, "I don't want no hep") and the grandmother's eventual intense heat, her
 turn toward help when she says, "Jesus, Jesus." The Misfit thinks she is cursing, but O'Connor intends this as the grandm
other's moment of grace. The grandmother reaches out to her murderer, identifying him as one of her babies because n
ow she is a grand mother, as now, for her, the Misfit really is a good man. The grandmother has finally "seized" what for 
her has been her most significant "chance." 

The violence and sadism in this story and others by O'Connor deserve further attention, but the point intended is that th
e grandmother's encounter with the Misfit brings her to the "good" as it really exists. Gone are the grandmother's conte
ntions that the Misfit is "a good man" because he is "not a bit common" and that he has "good blood," both of these rep
resenting the grandmother's inability to distinguish between goodness and social standing, a confusion similar to Julian's
 social relativism in "Everything That Rises Must Converge." At the end of her story, O'Connor's grandmother demonstr
ates love, however briefly, even for her own murderer, as O'Connor pushes what "good" means beyond where her Philis
tine characters would otherwise leave it. 

"A Good Man Is Hard to Find" is one of a number of O'Connor stories in which the controlling figure is invisible. Created 
by various kinds of pairing, the story's center is an opening out between two likenesses--
a gap where something happens. In the protean landscapes of O'Connor's stories, characters are doubled in order to ma
ke an opening. They are simultaneously likened and differentiated in a process that reveals their external relationships a
s much as their internal feelings and aspirations. There are Mr. Head and Nelson, Mr. Fortune and Mary Fortune Pitts, th
e mothers and sons in "Everything That Rises Must Converge," Rufus Johnson and Sheppard in "The Lame Shall Enter Fi
rst" and other matches populating the vacant places where O'Connor's characters meet. 
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SOURCE 7 FULL TEXT 

“Life at Andalusia” 

[(essay date 2006) In the following essay, Brown relates her experience of visiting O’Connor at Andalusia Farm, discussing
 how the author’s life there pervades her short fiction. ] 

This essay is a sequel to “Flannery O’Connor: A Literary Memoir,” which I wrote in 1984. 1 In that essay I related some of 
the details of my friendship with Flannery O’Connor, which began through correspondence in 1952. I first met her the fol
lowing year at the home of Brainard and Frances Cheney in Tennessee; they had made her acquaintance and invited bot
h of us to a house party. O’Connor visited the hospitable Cheneys several times, and the correspondence between them 
continued for the rest of her life. Ralph C. Stephens of the University of Maryland collected, edited, and published it. 2 

I first visited the O’Connors in April 1955 in the company of a friend at the University of Georgia in Athens, Fred Bornhau
ser. Fred, a high school friend of mine and later a Rhodes Scholar, seemed to have read most of the stories that would so
on be included in A Good Man Is Hard to Find . This was not easily done because three of the ten stories were first publi
shed in Harper’s Bazaar, not usual reading matter for an intellectual youth. It is to the credit of Alice Morris, in those day
s the literary editor of the magazine, that she was able to include stories of the caliber of “Good Country People” among
 the illustrations of haute couture. Flannery’s response was characteristic: “A lady in Macon told me she read me under t
he dryer. I was gratified.” Alice Morris could not resist putting this wry comment in a quite perceptive contributor’s note 
that she wrote to accompany an unusual photograph of Flannery O’Connor. The fact is that O’Connor’s stories sometime
s turned up in unexpected places. She and her agent usually tried to place them in journals with a fairly large circulation. 
In a letter of April 11, 1954, to the Cheneys she reports that Monroe Spears is going to print “The Displaced Person” , an
d she mentions that “the Atlantic kept it 4 months and decided it wasn’t their dish” (Stephens 15). I find it astonishing th
at the Atlantic Monthly, once a highly esteemed American literary journal, should have rejected a masterpiece like “The 
Displaced Person” , surely one of the most accessible of the stories. In any event, it was quickly accepted by the Sewane
e Review and, once published there in October 1954, was soon revised and expanded into the version that we have in A 
Good Man Is Hard to Find . 

It was an easy drive from Athens to Milledgeville on a fine Sunday afternoon in April. Andalusia lies outside the town on 
Highway 441 to Eatonton, which thus connects the homes of two famous Georgia authors, O’Connor and Joel Chandler 
Harris. A quick glance at The Habit of Being reveals that Flannery almost never mentioned Harris in her letters, but occasi
onally in conversation a visitor would bring up his name, and she would indicate that he was a writer whom she had enjo
yed and taken for granted. More recently I have learned that another writer, Alice Walker, lived briefly along the Eatont
on highway when she was a child; she belongs to a later generation, who would probably not have heard of Flannery whi
le she was alive. Walker’s fine essay “Beyond the Peacock: The Reconstruction of Flannery O’Connor” describes a visit th
at she and her mother made to Andalusia and her own nearby childhood home in 1974. Both houses were abandoned; o
ne was only a ruin, whereas Andalusia had a caretaker who kept it locked. Alice Walker momentarily resents being exclu
ded: “Her house becomes—in an instant—
the symbol of my own disinheritance.” But then, she says, “I remind myself of her courage and how much—in her art—

https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/H1420125471/GLS?u=tel_s_tsla&sid=GLS&xid=23df7f6f


 24 
she has helped me to see.” Her essay, at times reminiscent of “The Displaced Person” , ends with an “inspiring” view of t
he peacocks who were still roaming across the yard. 3 

When Fred and I drove up the rough dirt road to the house, we might have expected something grander to complement 
this large farm of perhaps twelve hundred acres, much larger than the farms we were familiar with in Kentucky. We saw 
cattle across the pasture, a barn, some small unpainted buildings, and the house itself, standing on a rise overlooking a p
ond. The driveway circled the house and led to the back door. Flannery may have mentioned this in her instructions for 
our trip; I gathered that most visitors, as well as the O’Connors themselves, entered the house from the rear. It is a rathe
r plain white farmhouse, which probably has counterparts in various parts of the United States—
perhaps in upstate New York or even along the Sevier River Valley in Utah where the early settlers from the East brought
 some of the architectural styles they were familiar with. The screened porch that runs across the front is perhaps more t
ypical of southern houses, and not just in the countryside. I remember a hammock strung across the O’Connors’ porch ra
ther than the more customary porch swing, and there were rocking chairs for informal conversation or reading during th
e long seasons of warm weather. 

Flannery was sometimes photographed on the brick steps leading up to the screened porch (for example in the photogra
ph, much reproduced, on the jacket of The Habit of Being ), but she almost never used the steps, even before she was on
 crutches. Indeed, the main reason she was living at Andalusia rather than in the Cline House in town was simply that she
 could enter or leave easily from the rear of the house. The first view that most visitors had of the interior was the kitche
n. Here her mother, Regina O’Connor, presided over things. She welcomed visitors—
a rather important matter, in my opinion. Life would have been difficult for Flannery if her mother had lacked what was 
only a conventional southern role as hostess. Regina was a perfectly able cook, who did not hesitate to take short cuts in
 the matter of cuisine. One knows about writers, like Wallace Stevens, who never invited friends to their homes simply b
ecause the “woman of the house” chose not to put up with the burden of entertaining strangers. Andalusia was a worki
ng dairy farm that Regina gradually learned to operate; she was, after all, used to the ways of town life, either in Savann
ah or Milledgeville. Despite her energy, there was a limit to what she could manage, and by 1957 she abandoned dairy fa
rming for beef cattle, which did not require skilled labor. In the end she gave up cattle altogether and derived an income 
from the extensive pinewoods on the place. 

I think some of Flannery’s visitors expected intellectual conversations round the dinner table, or they even thought that 
Flannery lived under considerable constraint in her mother’s company. For my part, I found Regina easy to get along wit
h. I noticed on my first visit that she always called her daughter Mary Flannery, in the traditional southern manner, and F
lannery usually referred to her mother by her first name, something I would never have done with my mother. I also noti
ced that as she grew a little older, during the decade or so that I knew her, Flannery increasingly used “we” to refer to h
er mother and herself. It may be that Regina only gradually accepted the fact that her daughter could move in a world di
fferent from the small-town society that had been the setting for her life. But I cannot speak for her. 

On this first visit, Fred and I had a little tour of Milledgeville, especially its architectural gems. The town was “carved out 
of the wilderness,” so people used to say, to be the post-
Revolutionary capital of Georgia. In an effort to encourage the population to move inland from the old coastal cities, so
mething like this happened in several other former colonies when they became states after the Revolution. Milledgeville
, however, was the capital of Georgia for only two generations, and then Atlanta became the capital. Milledgeville was, u
nlike Atlanta, spared General Sherman’s wrath in his march to the sea during the Civil War, and it retains a certain charm
 because of its history. Regina’s family, the Clines, have had a part in its history. They were, I suppose, the preeminent Ca
tholic family in the town, and their social status was assured by tradition rather than money. 

One feature of Milledgeville during the 1950s should be mentioned. It was the site of the state asylum for the insane, wh
ich sat on the edge of the town, and the number of inmates there may well have exceeded the population of the town. I 
daresay the asylum contributed to the economy of the town, even though this was seldom mentioned. As one might exp
ect, inmates occasionally escaped but were seldom pursued or brought back. When I first heard this, I thought that Flan
nery and Regina might be rather alarmed: they were, after all, two women living alone in the countryside, but evidently 
Milledgeville people accepted the situation and did not consider the fugitives dangerous. And then Flannery told me so
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mething that I was not to repeat to Regina. It seems that an inmate, a youth with literary interests, heard about her and 
initiated a correspondence. He broke out of the asylum, made his way to New York City, and continued to write to her. S
he was about to go to New York herself, probably to confer with her editor, Robert Giroux, and agreed to meet the yout
h in Bryant Park at the back of the public library at Fifth Avenue and Forty-
second Street. I do not know what was said on that occasion, which was the only time that Flannery ever met the young 
man, but I thought it was an extreme example of the generosity of spirit that she could demonstrate. It must have been 
a hopeless situation. Incidentally, the general circumstances in Milledgeville, with fugitives from the asylum occasionally 
wandering across the fields, may have suggested some details for her story called “A Circle in the Fire” , though, of cours
e, the author complicates things by means of the child observer who thrusts herself into the action. 

Back at Andalusia, before supper, we saw the famous peacocks showing their true colors against the pink twilight. I had 
never seen so many before, nor had I realized that they were capable of swooping up into the trees as unexpectedly as t
hey did. They were only the most spectacular specimens of bird life on the scene, because Flannery also kept geese, duc
ks, a swan, various exotic chickens (some of them in cages), and feeding time was an important moment in the daily rou
nd of life at Andalusia. What about dogs and cats? Most authors I have known are devoted to one or the other, but not F
lannery. I suspect that Pitty Sing, the cat responsible for the catastrophe in “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” , represents h
er sentiments about the feline race. After I realized this, one day in a naughty moment I introduced her to Thomas Gray’
s little mock epic, “Ode on the Death of a Favourite Cat, Drowned in a Tub of Gold Fishes.” “Served him right,” she said. 

Andalusia, the house and its environs, has been well described by a number of visitors, especially Sally Fitzgerald in an ar
ticle, “The Andalusian Sibyl,” that appeared in a popular magazine called Southern Living in May 1983. She never visited t
he place while Flannery was alive—Sally was living in Italy most of the time—
but she had the advantage of often returning there once she had started research on The Habit of Being and the biograp
hy to be called The Mansions of the South. The article might have been preparatory for the biography. She was able to sp
end some time in Flannery’s bedroom-
study on the lower floor, to the left of the entrance, in a sense the most important room in the house. I was of course ne
ver admitted there, and I doubt whether other visitors were. There was much to interest me in the house, beginning wit
h Flannery’s books, a few of her paintings, including the self-
portrait with a pheasant, and an upright piano, later removed. Clearly painting was her second art, even though her train
ing was minimal. I am still convinced that a collection of her pictures, if published, would have something of the same int
erest that Elizabeth Bishop’s paintings and Eudora Welty’s photographs have. 

As for the piano, I thought she might be an amateur musician, as I am, but that was not the case, and ordinarily she took 
no interest in music. On a later visit, when Regina was not around, I mentioned the Hollywood Bowl Easter Sunrise Servic
e that I had attended in California. In order to illustrate the experience, I turned to the piano and beat out a number call
ed “The Bible Tells Me So” by Dale Evans, wife of Roy Rogers, the cowboy star featured at the Hollywood Bowl. It began, 
I remember, with these lines: “Have faith, hope and charity— / That’s the way to live successfully— / How do I know? / T
he Bible tells me so—.” As sung by a line of cowboys in white costumes, this was one of the most astonishing quasi-
rituals I have ever witnessed, as hilarious for Flannery as for me. 

I saw Flannery several times in 1955; these were occasions when she visited the Cheneys at the house in Smyrna, Tennes
see. I was finishing my doctorate at Vanderbilt and of course welcomed such diversions. At this time Flannery met Tom C
arter, my former student at Washington and Lee University and then-
editor of the Shenandoah, and found him to be a kindred spirit. He had published Brainard Cheney’s review of Wise Bloo
d, which started the friendship between Flannery and the Cheneys, as well as “A Stroke of Good Fortune” , an early stor
y that she wanted to keep in print. Brainard Cheney, or Lon, as he was known to hundreds of people in Tennessee, was a
ctually from Georgia. He and his wife Frances, or Fannie, had been at Vanderbilt during the Fugitive days of the 1920s an
d kept up their literary associations with Robert Penn Warren, Allen and Caroline Gordon Tate, and many others. Andre
w Lytle, another Tennessean, was a frequent visitor, and since he had known Flannery during her student days at Iowa, h
e was a connection between her and the Fugitive poets who were promoting her work at this time. 
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In 1955 A Good Man Is Hard to Find was published and widely reviewed. Flannery now had a modest fame and was soo
n invited to read her stories or sometimes to lecture at universities, and not just in the South. Caroline Gordon wrote the
 review for the New York Times, not a very long piece, perhaps one thousand words, but a decisive one. As a good revie
wer, she makes a comparative judgment, in this case with Guy de Maupassant. Like him, she wrote, O’Connor “is very m
uch of her time; and her stories, like his, have a certain glitter, as it were, of evil, which pervades them and astonishingly 
contributes to their lifelikeness.” 4 Caroline Gordon points out that there are few landscapes in the stories; this is not to c
riticize them but to suggest one reason for the intensity of characterization that they share with Maupassant’s stories. C
aroline Gordon was being fair about this. Her own instinct as a writer was to set characters in landscape. Her first book o
f stories was called The Forest of the South (1945), and few American writers have dealt so lovingly and intelligently with 
their settings. Flannery would have been familiar with The House of Fiction. This anthology of stories and commentaries, 
first published in 1950, was a collaboration between the Tates, but it was mainly Caroline’s book, and a generation of yo
ung readers and writers grew up knowing her name for this reason. Flannery herself was represented in the second editi
on by “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” . 5 The House of Fiction proposes the existence of a modern tradition of fiction, runn
ing from Gustave Flaubert to certain contemporary writers, a tradition best described by a phrase from Henry James abo
ut a novel being “a direct impression of life.” Flannery probably thought along these lines in any case, and she always inv
ited and respected Caroline’s criticism of her manuscripts. This was true all the way to the end, when Flannery was revisi
ng her last stories in the hospital. 

Tom Carter and I visited the O’Connors in February 1956. The drive from Nashville was long, the weather was foul, and a
s we neared Milledgeville, we could hardly see the road because of the fog. This was the first time I stayed overnight at 
Andalusia. Tom and I ascended the steep stairs to the upper floor, where a pair of bedrooms and a bathroom awaited vis
itors. They were finished and decorated in a minimal fashion but always looked comfortable to me after a long and exha
usting drive. Somewhat later Regina added a small wing to the back of the house, which was usually set aside for guests. 
I remember being upstairs because this was where Irene Worth would later stand gazing over the fields. The distinguishe
d actress, my favorite, played Mrs. McIntyre in an excellent television movie of “The Displaced Person” that was made s
ome time after Flannery’s death and filmed at Andalusia. I had seen Irene Worth on the stage a number of times in plays
 by T. S. Eliot, Noël Coward, Seneca (in Oedipus with John Gielgud), and Ibsen, among others. And now the great America
n actress was taking command of the O’Connors’ house in a role created for her by Flannery. 

This visit in early 1956 extended my knowledge of Flannery’s family. Although Andalusia was important for her fiction, it 
was not always the center of her life. She spent some time, from about 1938 to 1945, at the Cline house in Milledgeville 
while she attended high school and college. As everyone knows, her formative years were spent in Savannah, where she 
was born. Mrs. O’Connor moved back to Milledgeville when her husband fell victim to lupus, the disease that would eve
ntually take her daughter as well. During the 1950s the household at the Cline house on Greene Street was headed by M
ary Cline, always called “Sister” by Regina, and their brother Louis, also unmarried. Uncle Louis was actually in the hardw
are business in Atlanta, but he unfailingly returned to Milledgeville on weekends and gave a certain balance to the family
, I thought. At the luncheon table on Sunday, Miss Mary, as I called her, sat at the head of the table, Regina and Louis at t
he other end, and guests in the remaining places. At one time there was a quiet Presbyterian lady who seemed to live in 
this large house, probably to keep Sister company. It was the great family meal of the week and one of the high points of
 most visits. There could be no doubt about Sister’s importance in the family. 

I met several of Flannery’s friends at Andalusia or at the house in town. Maryat Lee was a local girl in the sense that her f
amily, her brother and his wife, lived on Greene Street near the Clines. I once visited their house, which was even grande
r than the Cline House. Her brother was president of the Georgia State College for Women, which Flannery had attended
 as an undergraduate. Maryat was a striking personality, rebellious in some ways; she always seemed to be moving back 
and forth between the South and New York City and what they represented. She reminded me of certain southern litera
ry women of the 1920s, such as Evelyn Scott or Frances Newman. Once, when I was staying at Andalusia during the wint
er, she was invited out there for dinner. By the time she was preparing to leave, it was very dark along the highway, but 
she insisted on walking the several miles alone to Milledgeville and her brother’s house. I had intended to drive her back
; she absolutely refused. Regina was appalled; Flannery said nothing; Maryat had her way. 
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Another friend who figured in Flannery’s life was Betty Hester, who chose to remain anonymous as “A” when Sally Fitzge
rald edited The Habit of Being. I do not think any of us who were acquainted with her ever betrayed her anonymity, but 
now that she has ended her life, there is no reason to withhold her name. Flannery admired her because she managed t
o read widely and respond sensitively to many literary works, even though she lacked the superb education that friends l
ike Robert Fitzgerald and Robie Macauley had. Even though Betty lived in Atlanta and could have driven with Louis Cline 
to Milledgeville on almost any weekend, Flannery and Betty seldom saw one another; hence their extensive correspond
ence. She had literary ambitions that came to nothing, but Flannery tried to encourage her without undue flattery even 
when there was some obvious disagreement. Caroline Gordon Tate had a friend from her youth named Sally Wood, also 
with literary ambitions. When Sally was very old, I helped her edit a volume of Caroline’s letters written long ago and be
gan to see the relationship more clearly. They were in effect sisters. Flannery, like Caroline, had no sister, and I do think t
hat Betty had that role in her life. Sally Wood used to say that a woman writer needs such a confidante. She may have be
en correct. 

A third young woman who went in and out of Flannery’s life was Carol Johnson, a girl from the Midwest who was an ard
ent Roman Catholic for a time. During the late 1950s she was writing poems that were well regarded, and she had been t
aken up by several Catholic writers in New York. She had been corresponding with Flannery for several years; indeed it w
as Flannery who had started the correspondence after reading some of Carol’s poems. I met her during the summer of 1
959 at Caroline Tate’s house in Princeton. She settled in Greensboro, North Carolina, for several years, during which I dr
ove her to Milledgeville for a visit. But she was destined to be a woman of the world, and before long she was living in E
ngland to earn a doctorate at Bristol University. This was followed by academic periods in Paris and Rome and finally Vict
oria, British Columbia, where she has lived along the beach for many years. She was the first person I knew who journey
ed to China when it was still an adventure to do so, and she traveled across Asia on the Trans-
Siberian Express. Nowadays she is drawn to Antarctica, and one is not surprised to receive her postcards from the South 
Pole. It is truly an active life. She published a book of her early poems, but her mind tends to be analytical; consequently 
her best work is in two volumes of essays, mainly on poets of a “classical” persuasion. Flannery had a very wide range of 
friends. I occasionally wonder what she would think if she were alive to see us today. Of course if she were alive, we wou
ld probably have different ideas about her. 

I also idly wonder about her early years in Savannah, a city that I have often visited since 1952. I know it partly through it
s literary associations, some of which Flannery knew about. As a young child she lived with her parents at 207 East Charlt
on Street on one side of Lafayette Square. The house is still there. You can stand on the front steps and look across the s
quare at the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist, which obviously had some importance for this Catholic family, especially si
nce it is so close. It is a handsome French Gothic building with its two spires; it was not completed until 1896, when the 
parish had been established already for a century. The original congregation was French. Although it was mostly destroy
ed by a fire in 1898, it was rebuilt the following year. A young boy named Conrad Aiken saw the fire from the balcony of 
his home on Oglethorpe Avenue and left a description of the event: “floating, burning wisps of cotton from a cotton wha
rf fire set innumerable fires that night. … The whole cathedral roof went in with one tremendous spout of flame—
it was magnificent. Afterwards I collected bits of marble from the ruins which I put over the graves of our dead cats. It ke
pt me supplied with cemetery material for years.” 6 Conrad Aiken of course became a famous poet, a friend of T. S. Eliot 
and many others. In his late years, after living away from the South most of the time, he returned to Oglethorpe Avenue 
and the house next door to his boyhood home. I was commissioned to write a conversation piece with him for the Shena
ndoah and found him good company during several visits. At the same time I was aware that Flannery did not like him, e
ven though she had never met him. I suspect that she acquired this attitude from Caroline Tate, who thought that Aiken 
was unfeeling, even cynical, about his several wives, whom he wrote about in his memoir called Ushant. She felt that he 
was a bad influence on Allen Tate, whom she had recently divorced. 

Aiken mentioned St.-
John Perse, the great French poet who spent the second half of his career in the United States; as an important diplomat
, he had to flee France after Paris was occupied by the Germans during World War II. In 1942 he visited Savannah in the 
company of Francis Biddle, the attorney general of the United States, and Mrs. Biddle, also a poet. This is where he wrot
e a fine long poem, Pluies, or Rains, which draws on the imagery of the lowcountry around Savannah; in the background 
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there is a tropical storm. According to Aiken, Perse “holed up” in the old Hotel Oglethorpe to write it. It was published in 
an English translation in the Sewanee Review, edited by Allen Tate, in 1944. 

I discovered the presence of another French poet-
diplomat in poking round the crumbling graves of the revolutionary heroes in the park across the street from Aiken’s ho
use. This is only a block or so from the cathedral. Near a wall I saw the grave of Denis Nicolas Cottineau, a French naval h
ero of the American Revolution. Above that is a plaque stating that Paul Claudel knelt here in homage in 1928. At that ti
me Claudel, probably the most famous Catholic poet of the last century, was ambassador to the United States. I asked Fl
annery about this; did she remember the occasion? Certainly not, she was only three years old. 

Finally there is Julian Green, born in Paris of American parents in 1900, a novelist who wrote mostly in French but who m
ight be considered American, perhaps even southern, because of his ancestry. His family connections with Savannah wer
e very close; his mother, especially, maintained a strong Confederate bias inherited by her son. His paternal grandfather,
 an Englishman in the cotton trade, built a fine house in Savannah, finished just as the Civil War broke out. Mr. Green, th
e grandfather, allowed Sherman to occupy his new house so that his Confederate friends would not be humiliated by ha
ving the invading general quartered with them. As for Julian, he attended the University of Virginia after the Great War a
nd spent vacations in Savannah, which he describes in detail in his autobiography—
the colonial cemetery, the cathedral, the squares. This is the part of Savannah where Flannery grew up; a few years after
 Julian’s vacation (so I imagine), she would play in the cemetery and attend Mass in the cathedral. Flannery knew about J
ulian Green from Maurice Coindreau, a professor of French at Princeton and friend of Caroline Tate. He was famous for t
ranslating Faulkner into French, and he was to translate Flannery’s novels. He visited Regina and Flannery at least twice 
and wrote a critical piece on her novels that may not have been translated into English. 7 

As a woman of letters, in both senses of the term, Flannery was in contact with a surprising number of people, some of 
whom offered a vigorous challenge to her. Despite the physical restrictions of her life at Andalusia, she had some rich int
ellectual resources to draw on. I doubt whether she would have done better if she had ended up on a university campus 
or in a metropolis, and she probably could not have stayed indefinitely with the Fitzgeralds in Connecticut or Italy. She al
ways had a subject at hand, what she could see from the front porch at Andalusia or hear about in Milledgeville. I can se
e why she has been an inspiration to other writers, for example, Alice Munro from small-
town Ontario and perhaps the best short story writer in North America today. Flannery exemplified the regional ideal of 
the local within the universal as well as any writer who comes to mind. 
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