












The South and its Children:
Incongruity in Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” 
Kunal Dixit 
St. Mark’s School of Texas 
AP English Literature Mrs. Kurdi 
KurdiG@smtexas.org 
October 8, 2014 




[bookmark: _GoBack]
The South and its Children: 
Incongruity in Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find” 

As a medium, the short story is unique in that it isn’t a story, not really. Rather, short stories capture specific portions of a broader narrative, leaving the past action and future trajectory up to the reader’s imagination and supposition. The short story describes a moment of intersection—intersections of character conflicts and underlying tensions and thematic subtexts
—through action, narration, and dialogue. In Flannery O’Connor’s “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” dialogue in the form of conversation best illuminates these intersections. The most important conversation that takes place is between a sweet-seeming yet self-interested and selfrighteous grandmother and The Misfit, a contemplative serial killer. The reader is left to suppose the particulars of each’s background and backstory, but the tragic absurdity—which is to say, the comedy—of their meeting mirrors the collision of what they represent. Thus, it is helpful to view the dialogue and the insights it offers not simply as dialogue but as an event in and of itself, allowing the reader to focus on the battle between the underlying tensions. Through The Misfit’s conversation with the grandmother, O’Connor examines three distinct underlying conflicts and each character’s response to it, prompting a re-evaluation of the significance of the 
grandmother’s killing. 
I. A Southern Paradoxy 
 	Southern culture, embodied by the grandmother, is forced to reconcile itself with the products of its own uncritical, naive rigidity. These products, embodied by The Misfit, are exactly that: conspicuous incongruities in the otherwise homogenous Southern culture. The idyllic, nostalgic South must face the reality of those who don’t unquestioningly represent those caricatures. This conflict creates a paradox between the South’s outward appearance and true inner nature. As Stanley Renner, former professor of technical writing at Illinois State University, writes, “One of the curious things about the South is the incongruity between its great courtesy and its strange proclivity to lawlessness and violence” (Renner 127). Renner describes one of the many paradoxes of Southern culture. Outer facades fail to reflect its more hidden tensions. Once alone with The Misfit, the grandmother finds herself wanting but unable to tell him to pray: “Finally, she found herself saying, ‘Jesus. Jesus,’ meaning, Jesus will help you, but the way she was saying it, it sounded as if she might be cursing” (O’Connor 131). Unable to respond constructively to The Misfit’s differing outlook on life, the grandmother resorts to her Southern caricature, repeating that he should pray, that he is from good blood, and that Jesus will save him before even her exhortations degenerate into a profane muttering. But to The Misfit, this advice goes against his ideology and experience; it trivializes life and ignores his struggles. At the intersection of these two conflicting views, the conversation becomes, in essence, profanity. At the end of the conversation, the grandmother tells The Misfit, “Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children!” and tries to reach out to him (O’Connor 131). The grandmother’s attempt to touch and claim The Misfit as her own forcibly brings these two conflicting realities into contact. The profanity of the notion that The Misfit is one of the South’s children is too much for him to handle, so he shoots her. The killing is a way for him to distance himself from the grotesque caricatures of the South as he is not yet willing to acknowledge the similarities and overlaps between two worlds and two cultures he sees as completely separate. 
When these two worlds are brought together (symbolized by the grandmother touching The 
Misfit on the shoulder), he “[springs] back as if a snake had bitten him” (O’Connor 131). 
II. Crime and Punishment 
 	The discussions of action and consequence reveal each character’s view on justice and human nature. The Misfit’s main stated grievance is the injustice he has suffered at the hands of the law: “I can't make what all I done wrong fit what all I gone through in punishment” (O’Connor 129). He was accused and convicted of killing his father, a charge he denies. O’Connor does not indicate whether The Misfit is truly innocent of that crime, but, through her portrayal of his genuine responses and reasoning, she suggests the reader should take him at his word. Having been punished for a crime he did not commit, he goes about committing the crime ostensibly in order to justify his wrongful punishment and even the scales between action and consequence. Such an acute and extreme adherence to action is contrasted with the grandmother’s reasoning, which bears the hallmarks of the Southern tendency to value more inherent qualities: “You’ve got good blood! I know you wouldn’t shoot a lady!” (O’Connor 129). The grandmother believes that because she is a lady, she should be spared the fate of her son and grandchildren, a fate she did nothing to object to. Furthermore, she credits The Misfit for having good blood, something he doesn’t control. The Misfits argument, however, is based on the fact that punishment and crime were disjointed. Crediting him for something he does not control is just another manifestation of that incongruity. She unknowingly perpetuates the very aspects of justice with which The Misfit takes issue. Her moment of realization comes only when she is brought face to face with her own impending death, so The Misfit kills her because, as Renner explains, “every action of the grandmother, however well intentioned, would, as the story shows, be tainted every moment of her life with the unconscious egoism inherent in human nature” (Renner 131). For The Misfit, the killing is a way to correct humanity’s imperfections. From the perspective of the grandmother, however, one which must be considered, the killing embodies The Misfit’s experience in life. In the grandmother’s moment of lucidity, a moment in which she is able to sympathize and understand The Misfit, she receives a punishment—death—
unworthy of her crime. Having understood The Misfit’s suffering, she joins it.  
III. Existential Conflict 
 	Perhaps the most fundamental subtext underlying the conversation is that of moral dogma  and the loss faith. The Misfit indicates that knowledge of whether Jesus truly did raise the dead would have prevented his current incongruity of self: “If I had of been there I would have known and I wouldn’t be like I am now” (O’Connor 132). The notion of whether Jesus raised the dead is a stand-in for a broader existential conflict: between dogged dogmatic obedience and existential nihilism. Despite the fact that The Misfit is not limited by moral code under the latter, the reader gets the sense that both are equally restrictive for him. He is truly “buried alive” (O’Connor 130). “Turn to the left, it was a wall. Look up it was a ceiling, look down it was a floor” (O’Connor 130). A social outcast, he is trapped between isolation and scorn. A non-believer, he is trapped between meaninglessness and damnation. “The crime don’t matter,” he claims (O’Connor 130). Although The Misfit believes strongly in the importance of action, he assigns no moral value to it. Instead, his inability to reconcile how the world is with how he wishes it would be causes him to lose his faith. The crime and by extension the good deed don’t matter. The grandmother is similarly aware of the incongruity of the world she lives in and its shortcomings, but she responds by continuing to revere what she had previously revered, even in the absence of knowledge of its truth. This reverence is both misguided and epistemologically unjustifiable, but she is able to live a far more fruitful (or at the very least, less destructive) life than The Misfit. 
Under this final subtext, the killing of the grandmother can be re-examined as a release of grace. It is every bit an act of God as the impulsive repulsion of The Misfit. “She would have been a good woman,” the Misfit finally says, “…if it had been somebody there to shoot her every minute of her life” (O’Connor 131). And if he had been there to shoot her every minute of his life, he would have been a good man—having witnessed the grace of God. 
 	“A Good Man Is Hard to Find” is not about moral ambiguity but incongruity. Tension and conflict—Southern hypocrisy, flawed justice, and moral code—are layered upon each other through the conversation between the story’s two protagonists. These layers interact which each in the manner of a short story, each providing a new perspective on the central dialogue. But, in addition to the conversation as a whole, another dimension exists: the inter-relatedness of the two seemingly contrary archetypal characters themselves and the thematic ideas they represent. When the grandmother tells The Misfit, “Why you’re one of my babies. You’re one of my own children!,” she is no longer elevating The Misfit to her level. In a quintessentially O’Connor final moment of revelation and grace, she is instead lowering herself the level of other flawed, sinful human beings of which The Misfit is not an outcast but an exemplar (O’Connor 131). The Misfit is a child of her own creation, raised and reared in the manner of the South. In essence, he values action without engaging in valuable action, a shortcoming characteristic of his surroundings. He 
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is as much a caricature of Southern moral hypocrisy as the grandmother, albeit in a different form.  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