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Flannery O’Connor – insane?  Maybe.  Satirical?  Definitely.  Ms. O’Connor was second to none when it came to bashing humanity under the banner of reform.  She accomplished this by three means:  first, she paraded over the human sense of hope; second, she threw her characters into grotesquely disproportioned situations that bring out the worst traits of human character; finally, she cast the purpose of human existence under the lurid light of a microscope and scorns it.  The queen of cynical satire worked her magic throughout all her writings.


First, author O’Connor entertains the opinion that hope is flawed – faith will do no good in the end.  And if hope is a failed emotion, then so is the human condition.  After all, humanity sustains itself on faith.  According to Flannery, if the outcome is uncertain, why bother to hope for the best? Come what may – one alone can’t change a whit of it.


This notion is embodied in “Good Country People.”  Mrs. Hopewell demonstrates her faith or gullibility throughout the story while the somewhat-crazy Mrs. Freeman serves as the eyes of reason.  (A satirical irony in and of itself.)   The act of faith-reliance is passed back and forth between Hulga and Manley, the other two main characters of the story:  

Her voice when she spoke had an almost pleading sound.  “Aren’t you,” she murmured, “aren’t you just good country people?”

The boy cocked his head.  He looked as if he were just beginning to understand that she might be trying to insult him.  “Yeah,” he said, curling his lip slightly, “but it ain’t held me back none.  I’m as good as you any day in the week….”

“Give me my leg!”  she screamed and tried to lunge for it but he pushed her down easily.…

Her face was almost purple.  “You’re a Christian!” she hissed.  “You’re a fine Christian!  You’re just like them all—say one thing and do another.  You’re a perfect Christian, you’re….”
(“Good Country People”, 290)
Anyone not familiar with this story will find the circumstance very strange, but then again that’s just O’Connor.  A recurrent theme in many of her writings is the not-so-innocent innocent beguiling and swindling the commoners.  She loves to build up characters in the sight of the reader by giving them seemingly good qualities—in this particular example, a pious, poor and humble Bible salesman.  Then, with her twisted humor,  Flannery shatters the image, suggesting to her readers that they would do well to be leery and suspicious of their seemingly benevolent friends and neighbors.  In this case, the good country Bible salesman beguiles Hulga and steals her wooden leg.  These hope-stomping parties are thrown in every story, with the ultimate goal of disillusioning society—the illusion being that we can always hope for the best.  According to Flannery, why have hope when it may be ruined later?  In order to reform, be a pessimist; then, if something actually goes right, you will be pleasantly surprised.  After all, hope is only there to be dashed.

Next, Ms. O’Connor has a unique talent for tossing people into extremely bizarre situations.  Though these scenes from her stories seem almost psychotically wrong, the human reaction is all too real.  She attempts to show humanity their mentally and emotionally ugly selves in her mirror of truth with the hope that she can reform them to her redeeming light of indifference and total oblivion.  Through the worst circumstance true character rises to the surface – and most people will be shocked at what they see.   

Flannery takes a particular liking to scenes that involve racism and bigotry, though the traditional role of condescending white to submissive and hopeful black has been reversed.  Specifically, the basis of many of these stories is the white crusading for the integration and acceptance of blacks and in many cases he or she gets shot down by the very group he or she is campaigning for.  By utilizing this she attempts to show that the human condition can only be reformed if championed by all sides.  Unfortunately, people must learn these things the hard way, as in the following scene where a condescending mother tries to be nice by giving a black boy a penny:

“Oh little boy!”  Julian’s mother called and took a few quick steps and caught up with them just beyond the lamppost.  “Here’s a bright new penny for you,” and she held out the coin, which shone bronze 
        in the dim light.

The huge woman turned and for a moment stood, her shoulders lifted and her face frozen with frustrated rage, and stared at Julian’s mother.  Then all at once she seemed to explode like a piece of machinery that had been given one ounce of pressure too much.  Julian saw the black fist swing out with the red pocketbook.  He shut his eyes and cringed as he heard the woman shout, “He don’t take nobody’s pennies!” . … Julian’s mother was sitting on the sidewalk.  (“Everything That Rises Must Converge”, 418)
This example illustrates Flannery’s method of throwing her characters into uncomfortable circumstances in order to draw out their true selves.  In this case the white mother and the black mother switched stereotypical roles for an instant.  The white mother tries to uplift the black “trash” and ends up getting laid out by the black mother’s powerful uppercut.  However, looking past the surface, it’s clear that the white mother is handing out “pennies of condescension.”  Creating anomalous circumstances such as these serve Flannery in her self-appointed mission as a social reformer. Since awkward and shocking happenstance might encourage introspection on the part of the reader, such scenes might convert her readers to her particular brand of hopeless cynicism – a most desirable outcome as far as O’Connor is concerned.

Finally, Ms. O’Connor is absolutely thrilled about forcing readers to reflect on the meaning of life as she perceives it—even if it means cleverly using reverse psychology.  It’s easier to reflect on life when that life is taken away; she realizes this, and with a morbid gusto manages to eliminate many of her characters in order to cause the reader to reflect.  With this reflection comes a degree of reform, since the recognition of the brevity and delicacy of a human soul encourages the reader to value human life.  One of her short stories, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” portrays this vividly:

She saw the man’s face twisted close to her own as if he were going to cry and she murmured, “Why you’re one of my babies.  You’re one of my own children!”  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.  The he put his gun down on the ground and took off his glasses and began to clean them.

“She was a talker, wasn’t she?”  Bobby Lee said, sliding down the ditch with a yodel.

“She would have been a good woman,” The Misfit said, “if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life.”

“Some fun!”  Bobby Lee said.

“Shut up, Bobby Lee,” The Misfit said.  “It’s no real pleasure in life.”  

(“A Good Man Is Hard to Find”, p 132-133)

Preceding this incident, the grandmother’s daughter-in-law and son, with their two children, had also been killed.  The thought occurs -- how can anyone be this inhumane?  And yet this hits a little deeper due to the knowledge and feelings readers affect for the characters.  In the world there are frequent assaults on the sanctity of life—as a commonplace example, the slain in the “war” between Israel and Palestine.  Society has become desensitized to the loss of precious human life—it happens, but our senses are deadened to it and it is overlooked.  Ms. O’Connor recognized this and tried to show that as a society more attention and concern must be placed on these nonchalant killings.  Who can value the worth of a soul?  No one, and thus it is not right to take that precious life away.


Ms. Flannery O’Connor thrived on satirically bashing humanity, all in the name of reform and recovery of the human condition.  She used three streams of thought to get her ideals across.  The first -- that hope is only there for the dashing.  Next, through bizarre circumstances one can divine the true nature of a soul – and this true nature is supposed to act as a sort of shock treatment to the reader and provide a cause for introspection.  Finally she berates society for their lack of concern towards human life, forcing introspection by showing lives being violently and heartlessly taken away.  Flannery – dark, twisted, insane?  Maybe.  Genius satirist – always.

