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Flannery O’Connor—With Comedy, Tragedy, and Justice for All

Flannery O’Connor’s stories have been described as tragedy, horror, Southern

Gothic, and more—characterizations which O’Connor rejected. In one letter she wrote, “I

am mightily tired of reading reviews that call A Good Man is Hard to Find brutal and

sarcastic. The stories are hard but they are hard because there is nothing harder or less

sentimental than Christian realism” (Welborn). In response to the idea that her tendencies

in fiction, and life in general, leaned toward the tragic, O’Connor wrote, “Naw, I don't

think life is a tragedy. Tragedy is something that can be explained by the professors. Life

is the will of God and this cannot be defined by the professors; for which all

thanksgiving” (Jones). Instead of calling her work tragic, O’Connor referred to it as “my

kind of comedy” (Jones). She often seemed to be at odds with how her readers and critics

of the day viewed her work; however, I find it compelling that they would disagree on

such a fundamental aspect as whether the writing was comedy or tragedy. Even more

compelling is trying to understand why her fiction has been successful for decades, even

though a significant portion of her readers apparently have misinterpreted O’Connor’s

intention that the stories be viewed as comedy.

O’Connor might have considered the stories as comedy simply because they

amused her. In 1955 she wrote, “In my own experience, everything funny I have written

is more terrible than it is funny, or only funny because it is terrible, or only terrible

because it is funny” (Fitzgerald 105). This quote suggests her views on comedy and

tragedy, or at least what is funny and/or terrible, were inextricably intertwined, and there

is no doubt O’Connor found her own stories funny. She wrote to the author Robbie
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Macaulay, “I certainly am glad you like the stories because now I feel it’s not bad that I

like them so much. The truth is I like them better than anybody and I read them over and

over and laugh and laugh, then get embarrassed when I remember I was the one who

wrote them” (Fitzgerald 80-81). If comedy were defined as writing that makes one laugh,

this would explain why O’Connor called her work comedy. However, comedy does not

necessarily mean comic. Although comedy can contain humor, it doesn’t require humor.

Nor does it demand a happy ending. Aristotle distinguished comedy as narrative that does

not end in tragedy. Yet most of O’Connor’s stories do appear to end in tragedy. The

protagonist might lose her home to fire, sustain a lifelong illness, accidentally shoot his

mother, or be gouged in the heart by a bull. If this isn’t tragedy, what is?

Aristotle’s definition of tragedy features a protagonist of high social standing, a

hero, who falls from grace. O’Connor’s protagonists, though, are far less than heroic, and

while they do fall from grace, any social standing they have usually exists more in their

minds than in reality. They rank themselves higher than others in an apparent attempt to

elevate their own standing. Blacks, country people, farm hands, immigrants, or anyone

else they consider “inferior,” whether economically, intellectually, morally, or socially,

are treated with loathing and condescension. As a Catholic growing up in the South

among Protestants, and later as a woman with debilitating lupus, O’Connor might have

experienced some of this condescension herself. Speculation aside, her characters often

have no particularly notable social standing. However, they deceive themselves into

believing their heritage, money, manners, skin color, education, and/or moral rectitude

place them above others.
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Julian’s mother, in the story “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” tells her

son most of the people in her weight loss “reducing class” at the Y “are not our kind of

people, but I can be gracious to anybody. I know who I am” (Complete Stories 407). She

says this despite living in a dingy neighborhood with barely enough money to pay the

bills. Later, when she falls from grace, the fall is not from the position of a woman of

high social standing, but it is due, in part, to her imagined ranking in society, reducing

others to elevate herself. She patronizes a black mother and her child, offering the child a

nickel for no apparent reason other than her own condescension, and winds up being

punched in the face, triggering a series of events that leads to her death.

Aspects of Arthur Miller’s definition of modern tragedy also fit O’Connor’s

writing. In “Tragedy and the Common Man,” Miller writes, “the tragic feeling is evoked

in us when we are in the presence of a character who is ready to lay down his life, if need

be, to secure one thing–his sense of personal dignity” (Theatre Essays 3-7). The character

does not have to be a hero, as in classic Greek tragedy, but someone who places his

dignity above his safety. We see this in the behavior of Julian’s mother in “Everything

That Rises Must Converge.” After she is punched in the face for her condescension

toward the black woman and her child, Julian’s mother does not learn her lesson as Julian

expects. Instead of admitting she had behaved poorly, or that she is not better than those

she says are not her kind, she plows ahead, ignoring her son’s recriminations, until she

crumples on the pavement where she eventually dies.

Miller also describes the underlying fear of being displaced, the disaster inherent

in being torn away from our chosen image of what or who we are in this world. This view

offers an accurate analysis of Julian’s mother and of many other O’Connor characters
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from her collected short stories in the book The Complete Stories. For instance, in “The

Enduring Chill” the main character Asbury views himself as an intellectual, superior to

his mother and those around him. However, after realizing he has no aptitude for being a

writer, which is his lifelong goal, his self image is threatened, so he clings more

aggressively to his picture of himself as superior, and he treats others with even greater

disdain and contempt. In “The Comforts of Home,” Thomas accidentally shoots his

mother in an effort to rid himself of an insidious and opportunistic houseguest, who he

considers his moral inferior. Although Thomas intends to restore the peace of his home

and the reputation of himself and his mother, who took the woman in, he brings disaster

on them instead.

Another O’Connor story that fits Miller’s definition of tragedy is actually entitled

“The Displaced Person.” O’Connor explores the fears of characters who themselves

might be supplanted by a Jewish immigrant who survived the Nazis in World War II.

Although the hard-working immigrant keeps to himself, he works so diligently that the

people around him see him not as a displaced person, but as a person who could displace

them. Surely, it is no coincidence that O’Connor used “displaced” in the title of her story,

the exact term Miller used to describe modern tragedy. Did she consider this story tragic?

Did she place the term in the story’s title as a clue for her readers so there could be no

question of whether she intended it as tragedy or comedy? Even if she did, most of

O’Connor’s self-described comedies still fit aspects of both the classic Greek and modern

definitions of tragedy.

One possibility might be the presence of inter-generational conflicts in many of

her stories. The classic Greek comedy is characterized by a conflict between a young
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hero and an older authority. In O’Connor’s “Good Country People,” there is a clash

between Mrs. Hopewell and her daughter Joy, who calls herself “Hulga” for no reason

other than to irritate her mother. In “You Can’t Be Any Poorer Than Dead,” Francis

Marion Tarwater shows a complete lack of respect toward his deceased uncle. And, in

“The Partridge Festival,” the young man Calhoun rallies against the town of his

ancestors, to separate himself from his heritage by eschewing the town’s Azalea Festival

and the traditions it represents.

Northrup Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism describes one form of comedy as a struggle

between a society of youth and a society of the old, which we see in many of O’Connor’s

stories. However, her stories more closely match Frye’s descriptions of tragedy than

comedy, particularly in Frye’s six phases of tragedy, where the hero experiences loss of

innocence and a fall due to his or her individual faults: hybris1 or hamartia2. When the

hero’s faults cause a fall from grace, “natural law” comes into play, and the tragedy ends

in a world of shock and horror, where the hero suffers agony or humiliation, without

chance to return to his original, innocent and heroic state. (35-51).

Using Frye’s definitions, it’s easy to see why O’Connor’s readers would view her

stories as tragic. In nearly every one, the protagonist has a fundamental fault that causes a

fall from grace and leads into a state of agony or humiliation. For example, in “Good

Country People,” Joy intentionally deceives the young Bible salesman with the intention

of seducing him. When they walk away from her home to go on a picnic, Joy’s individual

                                                
1 Hybris or Hubris: Excessive pride or self-confidence that leads a protagonist to disregard a divine
warning or to violate an important moral law. In tragedies, hubris is a very common form of hamartia.
2 Hamartia: A term coined by Aristotle to describe "some error or frailty" that brings about misfortune for a
tragic hero. The concept of hamartia is closely related to that of the tragic flaw: both lead to the downfall of
the protagonist in a tragedy. Hamartia may be interpreted as an internal weakness in a character (like greed
or passion or hubris); however, it may also refer to a mistake that a character makes that is based not on a
personal failure, but on circumstances outside the protagonist’s personality and control.
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fault, hubris, leads her into a compromising situation where her innocence is lost.

Believing her education makes her superior to the apparently simple Bible salesman, she

doesn’t conceive of her own vulnerability. At the edge of the woods, she allows him to

kiss her, and when there is no feeling behind it, instead of seeing potential danger, she

regards him “from a great distance, with amusement but with pity” (285). She easily lies

to the boy, telling him she’s seventeen years old. Later, in the loft of the barn, she says,

“There mustn’t be anything dishonest between us. I am thirty years old” (288), even

though she is thirty-two. When the bible salesman asks Joy if she loves him, in order to

complete her planned seduction she responds, “Yes, yes” (288), though we know she

does not. Eventually, the boy tricks Joy into letting him remove her wooden leg, then he

takes it, leaving Joy not only unsuccessful in her seduction but abandoned in the loft with

no way home.

Helpless in the loft, Joy enters Frye’s world of shock and horror. Her hubris is

deflated when the Bible salesman tells her, “You ain’t so smart” (291). Her shame and

humiliation continues when she realizes she will have to crawl on her arms and one leg,

or in some other way make the long trek back to her house where her mother and the

housekeeper will know she has disgraced herself by letting a boy, a stranger, touch and

see under her skirt where the artificial leg connected with her torso. Joy persisted in her

arrogance, which ultimately led to her downfall.

Natural law, which Frye says will overshadow the hero in tragedy and cause his ruin,

frequently relates to metaphysical or theological themes. Fundamental Protestant beliefs

common to the South where O’Connor lived, and also interspersed throughout Europe

and North America, were heavily influenced by Calvinism, which asserted that the
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commission of sin could not be absolved, but rather would lead to eternal damnation in

hell (Weber)—the ultimate tragic end. However, O’Connor’s Roman Catholic church

taught that those who commit cardinal sin are sent to Purgatory, where they can

contemplate that sin until they are sufficiently repentant and can be purified and allowed

into the Kingdom of Heaven. The natural law O’Connor uses to deal with her characters’

faults is her Catholic belief in the redemption of sin by sanctifying grace.

The New Advent Catholic Encyclopedia defines sanctifying grace as:

… a supernatural gift of God to intellectual creatures for their eternal

salvation, whether the latter be furthered and attained through salutary acts

or a state of holiness. Among the three fundamental ideas–sin, redemption,

and grace–grace plays the part of the means, indispensable and Divinely

ordained, to effect the redemption from sin through Christ and to lead men

to their eternal destiny in heaven.

Grace is necessary for cardinal sins in particular, since they are believed to have a fatal

effect on one’s spiritual health, and therefore need intervention for the sinner to be

redeemed and saved from eternal Hell (University of Leicester).

O’Connor’s letters indicate her beliefs in grace and its role in fiction. Shirley

Abbott, a student at the time at Texas State College for Women, had written to O’Connor

regarding the story “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” saying that it is probably impossible

to know how to be a good man. O’Connor responded, “It is possible to be one […] it is

impossible to be one without the help of grace” (Fitzgerald 147). In other

correspondence, O’Connor wrote, “There is a moment in every great story in which the
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presence of grace can be felt as it waits to be accepted or rejected, even though the reader

may not recognize this moment” (Mystery & Manners 118).

Certainly the characters in O’Connor’s stories don’t always recognize the

moment, or if they do, they don’t usually learn from it. If her stories were comedic,

would not the hero learn from his or her mistakes and be transformed? Yet we rarely see

O’Connor’s characters transformed. They persist in their flaws, not learning from or

correcting their behavior. In fact, they avoid the redemption O’Connor sets up for them.

Commenting on Wise Blood, she wrote, “it is entirely Redemption-centered in thought.

Not too many people are willing to see this, and perhaps it is hard to see because H.

Motes is such an admirable nihilist. His nihilism leads him back to the fact of his

Redemption, however, which is what he would have liked so much to get away from”

(Fitzgerald 70).

When the hero resists and does not correct his or her flaws, he or she experiences

loss, but that loss doesn’t necessarily signify a tragic end. O’Connor wrote to her friend

Betty Hester, known as “A” in Letters of Flannery O’Connor: The Habit of Being, that

“some kind of loss is usually necessary to turn the mind toward faith. If you’re satisfied

with what you’ve got, you’re hardly going to look for anything better” (Fitzgerald 159).

Instead of being punished for their sins, O’Connor’s characters are placed in situations

that will motivate them to look for something better. Instead of having tragic flaws that

lead to tragic ends, O’Connor’s characters have flaws that lead to a perfect end—the

opportunity for redemption. O’Connor wrote, “I think sin occasionally brings one closer

to God” (Fitzgerald 92). If we look at “sins” as flaws, and with an understanding of
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O’Connor’s beliefs in sanctifying grace, we can see that her characters’ flaws aren’t

necessarily tragic if they lead toward purgatory and redemption.

The Vatican Archive catechism 1031 states, “The Church gives the name

Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is entirely different from the

punishment of the damned” (Catechism 1031). O’Connor’s characters do not die and go

to Hell. However, they do encounter the laws, so to speak, of Catholicism, and must face

the consequences of their actions–not as loss but in a state where they are forced to

contemplate the consequences of their sins indefinitely. In “Good Country People,” Joy’s

hubris is met with grace. Her situation of being abandoned, alone in the loft of the barn

and far from anyone who can save her, is a state of Purgatory. Shamed because of her

unrelenting superiority, she is given the opportunity of humiliation and time alone to be

able to contemplate her sins, repent, and be redeemed.

Frye says of the final phase of comedy that “Society ceases to exist beyond

contemplation: the collapse and disintegration of comic society occurs, and the story

exists in an isolated place or on a different plane” (48). Joy is no longer in the world of

her mother. Even the society with the Bible salesman has collapsed and disintegrated, and

Joy herself is in an isolated place, on a different plane. She is left to examine how her

own behavior led her to this fate.

In “The Enduring Chill,” Asbury defies his mother by smoking in the milking

barn and drinking unpasteurized milk. Because of this act of ire–also a cardinal

sin–toward his mother, Asbury contracts an incurable condition and must spend the rest

of his life in a Purgatory of his own creation, too weak ever to leave his mother’s home.



10

He saw that for the rest of his days, frail, racked, but enduring, he would

live in the face of a putrefying terror. A feeble cry, a last impossible

protest escaped him. But the Holy Ghost, emblazoned in ice instead of

fire, continued, implacable, to descend. (382)

The Holy Ghost here does not represent the fall from grace we see in tragedy. Instead, it

is a Divine Grace, granted to Asbury as a Jesuit priest had predicted during an earlier visit

in the story:

“How can the Holy Ghost fill your soul when it’s full of trash?” the priest

roared? “The Holy Ghost will not come until you see yourself as you

are—a lazy ignorant conceited youth!” he said, pounding his fist on the

little bedside table. (Complete Stories 377).

The distinction is that although O’Connor’s characters experience a downfall due to their

faults or sins, it is not a fall from grace so much as an opportunity to be lifted into

Grace–with a capital G, representing the sacred entity of the Holy Ghost, part of the holy

Trinity in Catholicism. One role of the Holy Ghost is to help guide sinners back into a

state of grace, where they learned from their sins. If they resist, they will ultimately be

placed in purgatory.

Sometimes O’Connor’s protagonists do learn from their mistakes and are

redeemed before being placed in a long-term state of purgatory. In “The Artificial

Nigger,” Mr. Head so thoroughly understands and repents his sin that he is transformed

and becomes worthy of entry into Heaven. The “action of mercy” in the excerpt below

reflects a form of purgatory where flames consume one’s sins. This occurs because Mr.

Head recognizes his sins and experiences remorse.
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Mr. Head […] stood appalled, judging himself with the thoroughness of

God, while the action of mercy covered his pride like a flame and

consumed it.  He realized that he was forgiven for his sins […] and since

God loved in proportion as He forgave, he felt ready at that instant to enter

Paradise. (269-70)

In “The Displaced Person” Mrs. MacIntyre is forced to remain bedridden. All of

her farmhands and household help have deserted her, and her health has declined

significantly. With poor eyesight, the loss of her voice, and only one person to care for

her, she is cut off from the outside world, restricted to her bedroom where only the priest

comes to visit. In this isolated state, Mrs. McIntyre is in her own form of purgatory.  “He

came regularly once a week with a bag of breadcrumbs and, after he had fed these to the

peacock, he would come in and sit by the side of her bed and explain the doctrines of the

Church” (235).

 O’Connor confirmed that the fate she gave Mrs. McIntyre’s was intended as a

form of Purgatory when she wrote, “The displaced person … set Mrs. McIntyre on the

road to a new kind of suffering, not Purgatory as St. Catherine would conceive it

(realization), but Purgatory at least as a beginning of suffering” (Fitzgerald 118).

Given these differences between O’Connor’s minority Catholic beliefs and the

more common Protestant beliefs in her area, the differences she saw between herself and

her readers, and the added effects of lupus which kept O’Connor from traveling or doing

much else that was physical, it’s reasonable to speculate about whether O’Connor saw

her isolated existence as a form of purgatory. She had written, “I am a strong believer in

Purgatory. I already have a berth there reserved for myself” (Fitzgerald 113). She
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corresponded with many priests and Catholics, read religious texts, and seemed to make

an in-depth study of Catholicism. It’s possible she considered such study and the

inclusion of strong Catholic themes in her writing to be her penance while in purgatory,

or it could be her intention was to spread what she believed to be the truth of the Church.

O’Connor was well aware her audience did not necessarily share her Catholic or

even her Christian beliefs. She lived and wrote during the period leading up to when

Thomas J. J. Altizer had reasserted Nietzsche’s phrase (and Time magazine had featured

a prominent cover story stating) “God is Dead.”3 Instead of writing for people who

shared her beliefs, O’Connor seemed intent on reaching those who did not. She said of

her audience, “One of the awful things about writing when you are a Christian is that for

you the ultimate reality is the Incarnation, the present reality is the Incarnation, and

nobody believes in the Incarnation; that is, nobody in your audience. My audience are the

people who think God is dead. At least these are the people I am conscious of writing

for” (Mystery & Manners 92). It appears O’Connor not only wrote as a storyteller, but

also with the intention of enlightening, and possibly converting, her readers. However,

O’Connor did say she was “a novelist, and not a philosopher or theologian (Mystery &

Manners 154).

One letter to her friend Betty Hester indicates this difference: “I believe there are

many rough beasts now slouching toward Bethlehem to be born and I have recorded the

progress of a few of them, and when I see these stories described as horror stories I am

always amused because the reviewer always has hold of the wrong horror” (Fitzgerald

90). Dr. Ted R. Spivey, professor of English at Georgia State University, and

correspondent of O’Connor’s, believed that O’Connor, evidenced by this quote in
                                                
3 Though sometimes erroneously attributed to Sartre, this quote originally comes from Nietzsche
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particular, was concerned with and wrote about “modern apocalyptic thinking” (22). If

Spivey is correct, O’Connor may have written her stories as a warning of a spiritual

apocalypse, given society’s trend away from religion at that time. Although Spivey views

O’Connor’s work and her overall outlook as pessimistic, the repeated themes of grace,

purgatory, and the chance for redemption in her stories indicate a spiritually optimistic

outlook. The opportunity for redemption might have been, in her thinking, the antidote to

a modern apocalypse, so she may have written comedy in the hope of educating her

audience so they could, in turn, avert that apocalypse.

Although facets of Aristotle, Miller, and Frye’s definitions of comedy fit

O’Connor’s work, the redemption aspect of her stories most closely resemble Dante’s

Divine Comedy —particularly his journey through purgatory, where he confronts,

confesses to, and repents the seven cardinal sins before being allowed into paradise.

Similarly, O’Connor’s characters commit cardinal sins and are placed in a state of

purgatory in order that they might reach paradise. Also, the Divine Comedy concerns the

ultimate, eternal destiny of human life (Stanford Encyclopedia). O’Connor herself said,

“The greatest dramas naturally involve the salvation or loss of the soul” (Mystery &

Manners 167).

O’Connor was unquestionably influenced by Dante. She wrote of the great Italian

poet, “For my money Dante is about as great as you can get” (Fitzgerald 116). The

“Letter to Can Grande,” believed to have been written by Dante or one of his

contemporaries, uses a Medieval Latin mnemonic to guide the interpretation of his work.

Littera gesta docet,

Quod credas allegoria.
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Moralia quod agas,

Quo tendas anagogia.

 

The literal sense teaches what happened,

The allegorical what you believe.

The moral what you should do,

The anagogical where you are going. (“Allegory”).

O’Connor applied the same interpretive method to her own writing, and it appears she did

so with the intent of making her work more than merely entertainment, of readying it to

take a place in the literary canon. In her essay “How the Writer Writes” she explained:

The medieval commentators on Scripture found three kinds of meaning in

the literal level of the sacred text: one they called allegorical, in which one

fact pointed to another; one they called tropological, or moral, which had

to do with what should be done; and one they called anagogical, which

had to do with the Divine life and our participation in it. I think it is this

enlarged view of the human scene that the fiction writer has to cultivate if

he is ever going to write stories that have any chance of becoming a

permanent part of our literature. (Mystery & Manners 73)

We know O’Connor applied this approach in “A Good Man is Hard to Find,”

about which she said that a gesture unlike any other in the story:

[I]ndicates where the real heart of the story is. The action or gesture I’m

talking about would have to be in the anagogical level, that is, the level

which has to do with the Divine life and our participation in it. It would be



15

a gesture that transcended any neat allegory that might have been intended

or any pat moral categories a reader could make. (Mystery & Manners

122)

 Later in the same talk she explained that although “A Good Man is Hard to Find”

has been called grotesque, she prefers to think of it as literal. It does seem that

O’Connor’s stories focus on the literal facts of what the characters do and experience, the

allegorical beliefs demonstrated through story, and the anagogical–that is, where the

characters are going spiritually. As far as a moral directive telling what one should do,

O’Connor leaves that to the reader to determine based on the experiences of her

characters. Any moral message is given through example and not by dictate.

O’Connor’s comedies, though, do not mirror Dante’s Divine Comedy. She does

not venture directly into the afterlife of her characters, and they do not jubilantly and

triumphantly reach their divine paradise. As noted above, O’Connor takes a more literal

approach, placing her characters in purgatory on earth. In this excerpt from her essay,

“The Church and the Fiction Writer” we see how she uses physical existence to portray

the spiritual or supernatural:

Many well-grounded complaints have been made about religious literature

on the score that it tends to minimize the importance and dignity of life

here and now in favor of life in the next world or in favor of the

miraculous manifestations of grace. When fiction is made according to its

nature, it should reinforce our sense of the supernatural by grounding it in

concrete, observable reality. (Mystery & Manners 149)
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O’Connor seems to build directly, although centuries later, on what Dante himself

had accomplished by shifting literature from the abstract to the more concrete. Leading

up to Dante’s time, ancient literature had fallen chiefly into two camps: the purely

religious and the purely philosophical (de Sanctis 154-155). Each was an ideal of how

things should be, and each was limited by its own abstractions. Dante was too

imaginative to remain in the abstract, and he turned the abstractions into a living world,

albeit an allegorical one as well. As a result, his literature, especially the Divine Comedy,

was popular not only among the educated, cultured classes, but also among the less

educated who took the stories as literal.

O’Connor’s depiction of sin, grace, and purgatory are even more concrete than

Dante’s. She insinuated the direction of her characters heading toward paradise in the

afterlife, and she limited herself to demonstrating her characters’ experiences only in this

life. Her frequent references to purgatory show that she was very purposeful in portraying

that state of being; however, her choice to portray it in life rather than the afterlife might

have had something to do with the notion of purgatory on earth that became popular, and

accepted by the Catholic Church, in the twentieth century.

If O’Connor was motivated by a desire to expose nonbelievers to the Catholic

faith, whether or not to avert an apocalypse, she may have used her readers’ beliefs to her

advantage. She knew her works were misinterpreted. She might, in fact, have decided to

use the assumptions of her non-Catholic readers to reach them, then insinuate her own

beliefs through her characters. She must have known her readers would view her stories

as tragic. She might even have used the title of the story, The Displaced Person, which as

we know uses part of the definition of modern tragedy, as a foil.
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The conflict went deeper than tragedy versus comedy. The conflict was between a

Catholic belief in sin and redemption and non-Catholic beliefs in damnation, particularly

for those Protestants influenced by Calvinism, or nihilism, and for atheists and others

who followed Nietzsche’s philosophies. Interestingly, the displaced person in the story is

seen by other characters as the one who has the power to displace them. O’Connor drew

attention to the Jewish immigrant as the displaced person, while displacing everyone else

in the story. Perhaps she did the same thing with the title, leading readers to believe the

story was tragic, and fit their view of the world, while slipping in Catholic concepts of

grace and redemption. She replaced damnation and nihilism with a chance for

redemption, giving hope to her characters and her readers.

Even if it was O’Connor’s intent to expose non-Catholic readers to her Catholic

beliefs, it’s curious that readers of all beliefs enjoyed her stories. O’Connor did more than

simply use a term that represented modern tragedy in one of her titles to ally her readers.

Because she went to great pains to make the stories accessible to readers who believe in

damnation, and would see the stories as tragic, it’s not surprising that many Protestant

readers would find the stories believable. But what about readers of other religions, or

non-believers such as atheists or nihilists? It seems that anyone who does not believe in

sin, nor therefore in a chance at paradise or hell, would find the stories dogmatic at worst

and at best implausible. Protestant readers would be able to suspend disbelief because

O’Connor’s stories fit their views of natural law leading toward a tragic fate of judgment

and damnation.  Catholic readers would be able to suspend disbelief because the same

stories fit their views of natural law leading toward a comedic fate of grace and
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redemption. Readers who are neither Protestant nor Catholic, though, have no apparent

reason to believe in the fates of O’Connor’s characters.

It could be that O’Connor unwittingly hit upon something even more universal

than religious themes or “natural laws” as defined by the dogma of Catholicism or

Protestant beliefs. A study conducted by economists in 1982 indicates we humans have

an abiding sense of fairness that influences our actions (Guth 367-88). They led an

experiment that became known as the Ultimatum Game, where a fixed dollar amount is

allocated between two subjects. The first subject, the allocator, makes a one-time offer

for how to divvy the funds between himself and the second subject, the responder, whose

sole action is to accept or reject the allocator’s offer. If the responder rejects, neither

person receives funds. At the time of the study, the researchers anticipated the responders

would accept whatever was offered, no matter how small, since, if they rejected their

allocation, they would get nothing. The researchers were surprised, however, that

responders rejected whenever they felt they had been offered an unfair portion. In a

subsequent study in 1994 (Forsythe 347-69), the allocators were able to keep their funds,

regardless of whether the responder decided to accept or reject his or her funds. In this

second study, with no way to affect the funds received by the allocators, the responders

always accepted their allocated funds. The behavior of the responders in the second study

sheds light on the first study, by proving that, given the opportunity, the responders

would punish any allocators who were greedy, and deny them their share of the funds,

even if it meant the responders would have to act against their own self interests and

receive none of the money.
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Not only is this sense of justice over self-interest part of our human behavior

patterns, it is also guided by a specific part of the brain. Research published in 2006

showed that humans have a region in the frontal lobe that governs our sense of justice by

suppressing a natural tendency to act in our own self interest. This region becomes active

when humans encounter an unfair situation and need to decide what to do. The

researchers used magnetic stimulation to limit activity in that area of the brain for short

periods during which subjects were able to recognize unfair treatment, but did not

respond in a punitive manner (Knoch 1755-58).

Although this research was conducted well after O’Connor’s death, she might

have been motivated, in part, by the same value most people place on justice and the

equitable treatment of others. Regardless of his or her religious beliefs, readers of

O’Connor’s stories don’t necessarily have to interpret the consequences of characters’

“sins” through religious dogma, and could instead interpret what happens to the

characters as the “natural law” of consequences, even punishment, for the characters’

unfair treatment of others. Viewed through the lens of unfair treatment and consequent

punishment, O’Connor’s stories transcend the specifics of religious doctrine. For

example, in the story “The Enduring Chill,” Asbury is punished for his disrespect toward

his mother by illness that would keep him bedridden for the rest of his days. In “Good

Country People,” Joy is punished for her arrogance by having her wooden leg stolen, and

being left to find her way home. The punishments have a spiritual purpose in O’Connor’s

theology, but for readers, they can stand on their own as stories about flawed characters

who get what they deserve.
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Ultimately, the question of why O’Connor’s stories work for a wide range of

readers has little to do with her intent. Whether she intended to write comedy or tragedy,

and whether she intended to expose readers to Catholic teachings or even to somehow

avert apocalypse, the key to her stories’ popular success lies in how readers interpret

them. Regardless of a reader’s religious or philosophical beliefs, O’Connor’s stories work

because most of them meet our fundamental human need for justice.

Alan Dershowitz, professor of law at Harvard Law School states in his book The

Genesis of Justice: 10 Stories of Biblical Injustice that Led to the 10 Commandments and

Modern Morality and Law, “I believe that the broad narratives of justice and injustice are

more enduring than the often narrow, time-bound, and sometimes derivative rules of the

Bible” (19). Perhaps they are more enduring because justice is understood by and occurs

as a result of our brain’s physiology. We are hard-wired for justice and are predisposed to

look for it in all interactions, whether the context is real life or fiction, and whether the

set of laws presiding over it is sacred or profane.

In 1956, O’Connor wrote in a letter to Betty Hester, “I mean about the same thing

that [Joseph] Conrad meant when he said that his aim as an artist was to render the

highest possible justice to the visible universe. For me the visible universe is a reflection

of the invisible universe” (Fitzgerald 128). Although O’Connor was speaking of the

moral basis of poetry, her letter indicates her awareness of portraying the highest possible

justice. To O’Connor, that would have been justice as defined by the laws of the Catholic

Church. To her readers, whether Catholic or not, the presence of any sort of justice would

be crucial, but the particular legislator of the laws dictating that justice would be less

important as long as the punishment fit the crime.
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In Everything that Rises Must Converge, O’Connor wrote, “Justice entitled him to

laugh. His grin hardened until it said to her as plainly as if he were saying aloud: your

punishment exactly fits your pettiness” (Mystery & Manners 405-20). The character

Asbury had been unable to view his mother with any sympathy or compassion other than

momentarily when he saw glimpses of her innocence. Most of the time, though, he

judged her very harshly for what he saw as her arrogant and prejudicial behavior toward

others. When Asbury’s mother receives her come-uppance in the story for treating others

with condescension, and is punched in the face, Asbury remains unsympathetic and

persists in telling her how wrong she has been. Only when he sees his mother is about to

die does he finally see her frailty.

O’Connor not only had a sense of the justice her readers would seek, she also had

a sense of how ruthlessly judgmental people can be, and she displayed it in characters

like Asbury. As he reveled in the lesson his mother had finally received for her hubris,

O’Connor delivered her character his own disturbing lesson. Asbury would have to face

his cruelty and lack of understanding toward his “darling, sweetheart” mother just before

she died. In the last line of the story O’Connor sentences Asbury harshly for his pettiness

toward his mother. “The tide of darkness seemed to sweep him back to her, postponing

from moment to moment his entry into the world of guilt and sorrow” (420). For

O’Connor, Asbury’s pending world of guilt and sorrow might very well have been a state

of purgatory where he would have the rest of his life to contemplate how cruelly he had

judged his mother, and also to wonder how much his callous treatment had contributed to

her death. However, his entry into that world is also his salvation since it would represent

his possible contrition and entry into the Kingdom of Heaven, making the story a comedy
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with hope for Paradise. For O’Connor’s more Fundamentalist readers, it would represent

a terrible but just punishment for a young man’s maltreatment of his mother, a tragic end

for both the mother and the son, two characters with fatal flaws. For the common reader,

especially those not influenced by an assumption of comedy or tragedy, nor expectation

of redemption or damnation, the story ends without need to adhere to certain religious

doctrines or any specific literary theory about comedy versus tragedy (remember

O’Connor said to leave the explanation of tragedy to the professors) because, as in all of

O’Connor’s stories, a complete and satisfactory justice has been served.
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