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Introduction 

It was for [O’Connor’s] description of Southern white women that 
I appreciated her work at first, because when she set her pen to 
them not a whiff of magnolia hovered in the air (and the tree itself 
may never have been planted), and yes, I could say, yes, these 
white folks without the magnolia (who are indifferent to the tree’s 
existence), and these black folks without melons and superior 
racial patience, these are like Southerners that I know. 

-Alice Walker, 
     In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose

     

Flannery  O’Connor’s voice was that of the “New South.” The “New South” is a term 

that was coined after the Civil War, and it is still used in the Southern United States. 

In her literature, O’Connor renounced and satirized the out-dated values of the “Old 

South,” a period that began with the prosperous Antebellum era and ended with the 

onset of the Civil War, c.1781–1860. O’Connor was born in Georgia in 1925 and was 

therefore, truly  of the New South generation, yet she was born early enough to be 

affected by Old South ways of thinking. The Old South promoted a class system that 

was connected to both economics and race. It was also a highly patriarchal society 

that came close to worshipping white women while simultaneously  oppressing them. 

In Sacred Groves and Ravaged Gardens: The Fiction of Eudora Welty, Carson 

McCullers, and Flannery O’Connor, feminist critic Louise Westling states that 

“However sentimental or extreme the traditional Southern veneration of woman may 

have been, however much at odds with the actual hardships and unromantic 

responsibilities which [were] the realistic lot of most Southern women, the worshipful 

stereotypes remained the standards by  which women were ultimately measured” (15). 
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Women were expected to be exceedingly feminine and gracious, at all times, and they 

were confined to household duties. These standards went virtually unchallenged until 

the early twentieth century.

     O’Connor descended from a long line of Southern white women who tried to 

impress upon her her role as a Southern white “lady.” O’Connor, however, had other 

plans. At a young age she began to try to rid herself of the previous generations’ ideal 

of Southern femininity: “when other girls were making frilly  clothes for home 

economics projects in school, Mary Flannery  displayed her talents by dressing up a 

chicken and having it follow her into class” (Westling 49). She tailored her walk and 

posture to be as “ugly” as possible and she wore clothes just because she knew they 

would be thought of as ugly. Westling argues that “The only clear path open to such 

uncooperative young women was education, but the Southern patriarchy’s 

disapproval of feminine intellectual development was reflected in the poor quality of 

women’s higher education in the years when […] O’Connor went to college” (49). 

O’Connor did, however, achieve a higher education and her female characters grew 

from her denunciation of traditional Southern femininity. Westling examines 

O’Connor’s Southern upbringing in correlation to her younger female characters:   

Like O’Connor, the daughter’s of the stories are social misfits whom she is 

always contrasting to girls of both upper and lower classes who are immersed 

in courtship and reproduction. Nothing could be further from the beauty  and 

grace of the Southern belle than the glasses, ugly braces, and extra pounds of 
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O’Connor’s twelve-year-old girls or the wooden legs, bad hearts, and 

fondness for ridiculous sweat shirts and Girl Scout shoes of her mature 

daughters. (146) 

O’Connor’s daughters are intelligent, moody and completely lacking feminine charm. 

Her mothers, on the other hand, are naive and ladylike, yet they do just as their post 

Civil War grandmothers did; they manage to raise their children and to run their 

family’s farms on their own. However, when they are faced with the reality of the 

new social scene of the South, their old-fashioned techniques often render them 

incapable of coping. O’Connor’s daughters, on the other hand, reach their goals of 

attaining a higher education and of shrugging off Belle-like behaviors and identities, 

yet they too tend to not fare very  well in an environment that, although it is a 

changing one, still has deep roots in the Old South. 

     Flannery O’Connor was among the first  white Southern writers to challenge the 

romanticized image of the Old South and its Belles. Her literature served to 

deconstruct the Southern Belle image at a time when the South’s social environment 

was undergoing great changes brought about by  the Civil Rights and Feminist 

movements of the 1950s and 60s. These two decades witnessed a major shift in 

Southern culture and her work symbolizes the birth of a modern, Southern literary 

tradition. The aim of this essay  is to analyze the way in which Flannery O’Connor 

discards the caricatured Southern Belle image in favor of depicting the raw reality of 

Southern white women in the rapidly-changing New South. This will be explored in 
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one short story from the 1950s, “Good Country  People,” as well as two short  stories 

from the 1960s, “Everything That Rises Must Converge” and “Revelation.” In each of 

these three works she challenges the Southern Belle ideal by depicting the foolishness 

of the Southern white woman’s belief (particularly of her mother’s generation and 

older) of their own natural superiority to both lower class whites as well as all African 

Americans, the sharp contrast between the New South and Old South generations, as 

well as her protagonists’ methods of coping with their realities. In order to examine 

these three themes in the above-mentioned works, it is necessary to first recount the 

historical background of Southern white women, specifically  that of the Southern 

Belle ideology.

The Evolution of the Southern Belle Ideal 

The exaltation of white women’s status was founded on a bedrock 
of female chastity, and it was a fundamental tenet of antebellum 
culture that ladies were pure uncompromised repositories of 
Southern virtue. Vices were left to white men only.
 
-Catherine Clinton 
     Tara Revisited: Women, War, and the Plantation Legend

The term “Southern Belle,” a title that  dates back to the Antebellum era (1781- 1860), 

was used for Southern white ladies who belonged to the elite, plantation-owning 

class. However, it was more than a title; it was a concept  that was meant to define 

Southern womanhood or more precisely, Southern “ladyhood.” Throughout Southern 

history white women have been celebrated as Belles and matriarchs while suffering 
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the oppressive constraints of a male dominated society. During the years of The Civil 

War, 1860-1865, the Southern Belle attained a new title: the Iron Magnolia. The term 

was meant to illustrate their ability to be pillars of patriotic strength while 

simultaneously  exuding feminine delicacy. Southern women were seen as war 

heroines and they  were praised more lavishly than the soldiers themselves. In Tara 

Revisited: Women, War, and the Plantation Legend, Catherine Clinton discusses this 

unrealistic, wartime exaltation of white women:

The recognition of women’s ‘surpassing heroism’ can be seen as valorization 

of female efforts, but  the description of men’s sufferings as ‘mild 

inconveniences’ shows the obsessive hyperbole that Southern womanhood 

elicited. The glorification and embellishment of women’s role within wartime 

was an article of Confederate faith that has only recently  faced secular 

scrutiny. (139)

Southern white women were placed on towering pedestals that were carefully 

constructed according to the rules of patriarchy  and Southern gentility, yet they  had 

no legal power in society. 

     After the Civil War, c.1865, women began to seek legal power by  attempting to 

penetrate the public sphere of Southern society. In “Promoting Tradition, Embracing 

Change” Sidney R. Bland suggests that “Because the cultural image of the lady was 

so powerful and long-lasting, those southern women seeking social innovation and 
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political emancipation had to assume ‘various protective colorations’ to safeguard 

their pursuits, often apprenticing in outwardly  safe associations before venturing into 

club work and suffrage activity” (180). In the early  twentieth century, women had to 

maintain a balance between progress and the Southern patriarchal tradition. In her 

essay, “Lost Cause Mythology in New South Reform: Gender, Class, Race, and the 

Politics of Patriotic Citizenship in Georgia, 1890–1925” Rebecca Montgomery argues 

that:

It was exactly within the context of white middle-class women’s need to 

justify  their activism with men of their own race and class that Lost Cause 

mythology emerged with particular force. In the most general terms, the 

mythology consisted of an idyllic view of the plantation South as a civilization 

where benevolent paternalism governed all relations, and respect for the 

importance of reciprocal obligations translated into mutual acceptance of 

personal and social duty  among husbands and wives, masters and slaves. This 

broad definition of the Lost Cause emerged from the arguments developed in 

defense of slavery prior to the Civil War […] At its heart, Lost Cause 

mythology was a defense of southern white men, who had been the primary 

slaveholders and the only group empowered politically in the Old South. 

Consequently, organized women in the early-twentieth-century South who 

argued that their activism served to honor the Lost Cause were justifying an 

expanded sphere of influence in terms of honoring their men. (180)
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Southern white women learned to use manipulation to fulfill their needs and, in doing 

so, perpetuated the Southern Belle image as well as white male supremacy. 

     In both literature and film, romanticized images of the South were celebrated from 

the latter years of Reconstruction, c. 1877, well into the mid-twentieth century. In 

films such as,  Jezebel  (1938), Gone With the Wind (1939), and The Long, Hot 

Summer (1958) race relations were romanticized, Southern men were depicted as 

either strong, brave, and benevolent patriarchs or as loveable rebels. Southern 

women, on the other hand, were depicted as either spoiled, manipulative harlots or as 

docile, pious ladies. This sort of stylized imagery is what Flannery O’Connor had to 

contend, both as a Southern woman and as a Southern author in the 1950s and 60s. 

Such imagery was not only  prevalent in both film and literature of the period, but in 

the corresponding stereotypes and traditional values that were thrust upon her 

generation as well. 

Delusional Superiority

She was holding herself very erect under the preposterous hat, 
wearing it like a banner of her imaginary dignity. 

-Flannery O’Connor, 
     “Everything That Rises Must Converge” 

Many of O’Connor’s older women possess a certain sense of natural superiority; a 

residue of sorts left over from the Antebellum era, specifically from the Southern 
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Belle turned plantation mistress. Plantation mistresses were often the only white 

women on the plantation, their freedom was limited, and they often fell victim to their 

own bigotry and ignorance. They chose to cling to and, in turn perpetuate, the illusion 

of white Southern bliss. Clinton asserts that “The image of the plantation mistress was 

a carefully cultivated distortion of reality  meant to embody the grace and ease to 

which white southerners aspired” (41). Thus the tradition of careful self-deceit 

became a habit among Southern ladies and white women continued to be both exalted 

and oppressed within Southern society. O’Connor’s characters remain true to this 

archaic ideology. They  tend to place a high value on graciousness, hospitality, and 

charm. However, they also, in spite of their graciousness, believe themselves to exist 

on a higher level than others. This belief is very  much rooted in the Old South class 

system; a system that always positioned white people at the highest point. Beyond 

race, the system was more clearly  defined in the Old South: white plantation owners 

were positioned at the top and were organized based on the acreage and the number of 

slaves they  owned and everyone else fell somewhere beneath, based on the Southern 

racial hierarchy, as Clinton illustrates, “whites denied privileges of the planter class- 

the rites of exploitation and the fruits of planter wealth- gained status despite their 

exclusion by their position on a mythological Southern social hierarchy that deemed 

even rich and refined blacks inferior to the most degraded whites” (44). However, in 

the New South the system became complicated; neither plantations nor slaves existed 

anymore, black people gained the right to own land, and many whites that had 

previously  belonged to the upper class were forced to live amongst lower-class 
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whites. The older women in “Good Country People,” “Everything That Rises Must 

Converge,” and “Revelation” attempt to live in a modern South under the delusion 

that the old class system is still fully  intact and that their superiority  as upper class, or 

even previously upper class, white women is a given.   

     In  “Good Country  People,” Mrs. Hopewell is a single mother of the landowning 

class. In keeping with the Southern Belle tradition, she is gracious and pleasant, but 

she also harbors feelings of superiority. Mrs. Hopewell believes that she possesses, 

“no bad qualities of her own,” but that  she is “able to use other people’s in such a 

constructive way that she never [feels] the lack” (O’Connor 272). Mrs Hopewell 

praises “good country  people” as being the “salt of the earth” and she insists “there 

aren’t enough good country people in the world!” (O’Connor 279). However, her 

exaltation of the lower class is her way of manipulating her tenant farmers, upon 

whom she must depend for her livelihood. 

     Mrs. Hopewell refers to Mrs. Freeman, the wife of her tenant farmer, as a “lady 

[…] that she was never ashamed to take anywhere or introduce her to 

anybody” (O’Connor 272), and as Margaret Earley  Whitt argues, in Understanding 

Flannery O’Connor, she is “pleased that they are not ‘trash,’ yet her level of 

conversation with Mrs. Freeman is always superficial and pragmatic” (76). Mrs. 

Hopewell attempts to give Mrs. Freeman the impression, through flattery, that  they 

are equals, yet she carefully guards her position as Mrs. Freeman’s superior. 

     Like Mrs. Hopewell, the female protagonist in “Everything That Rises Must 

Converge” stubbornly  adheres to the Old South class system. The story’s protagonist 
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is never given a name; she is simply  referred to as “Julian’s mother,” which 

underscores the fact that women were limited to a few prescribed roles in Southern 

society. The story takes place in the span of a few hours, during Julian and his 

mother’s journey on an integrated bus to her exercise class. Whitt describes Julian’s 

mother as “the stereotypical Southern lady” (117); she is paradoxically charming and 

feminine as well as bigoted and delusional. She also defines herself by the past, 

“Julian’s mother is part of the Old South where relationships, names, home, tradition, 

and history all shape a person’s life and livelihood” (Whitt 115). In spite of her 

present condition, living in a run-down neighborhood in an apartment with her adult 

son, in a social environment that is progressively leaving her values behind, Julian’s 

mother maintains her position as an upper class white lady; a position that is based 

solely  on a remembrance of the past, namely, the fact that her grandfather was a 

plantation owner.

     Julian perceives that his mother “live[s] according to the laws of her own fantasy 

world, outside of which he had never seen her set foot” (O’Connor 410). She 

imagines that her history  elevates her to the uppermost tier of Southern society and 

she is proud to think of herself as “one of the few members of the Y reducing class 

who arrived in hat and gloves and who had a son who had been to 

college” (O’Connor 406). She tells Julian that most of the women in her exercise 

class are not their kind of people, but that she can be gracious to anyone (O’Connor 

407). Julian, in turn, tells her that, “They don’t give a damn about [her] 
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graciousness” (O’Connor 407). However, Julian’s attempts to thrust reality on his 

mother are futile.  

     When the bus arrives Julian heaves his mother into the bus and “She enter[s] with 

a little smile, as if she were going into a drawing room where everyone had been 

waiting for her” (O’Connor 410). She is happy  to see that there are only white people 

on the bus and to Julian’s horror she says aloud, “I see we have the bus to 

ourselves” (O’Connor 410). After a while, however, a black man boards the bus, then, 

a little later, a black woman enters the bus with her young son, Carver. The woman 

sits down next to Julian and Carver sits next to Julian’s mother and Julian notices that 

the black woman next to him and his mother are wearing the same hat. Whitt suggests 

that “the hat becomes a convergence point in the story, both literally and 

figuratively” (118). Julian hopes that the reality of the situation, that a black woman 

has the right and the means to both purchase and don the same hat as a white woman, 

will affect his mother and force her to realize that Southern society  has changed. 

Instead, his mother, in her fantasy world, is untouched by  this coincidence and 

proceeds in her customary fashion. 

     In “Revelation,” the protagonist Ruby Turpin displays a similar brand of oblivious 

superiority.  She and her husband Claud are home and landowners, a fact that  is 

essential to Ruby’s identity. Whitt describes Ruby Turpin as being “Occupied with 

figuring her place in a society  long obsessed with putting people where a Southern 

code dictates” (147).  Everywhere she goes she attempts to sort out the classes of the 

people around her in an effort to confirm her own superior position. At night she 
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imagines who she might have been had she not had the option of being herself. She 

imagines that Jesus would have said “There’s only two places available for you. You 

can either be a nigger or white-trash,” and Ruby would have begged and pleaded, but 

would have finally chosen to be a “nigger,” but not a “trashy one” (O’Connor 491). 

She would have been “a neat  clean respectable Negro woman, herself but 

black” (O’Connor 491). At night, she lies in bed attempting to sort out the classes of 

Southern people: 

On the bottom of the heap were most colored people, not the kind she would 

have been if she had been one, but most of them; then next to them- not 

above, just away from- were the white trash; then above them were the home-

and-land owners, to which she and Claud belonged. Above she and Claud 

were people with a lot more money and much bigger houses and much more 

land. But here the complexity of it  would begin to bear in on her, for some of 

the people with a lot  of money were common and ought to be below she and 

Claud and some of the people who had good blood had lost their money and 

had to rent and then there were colored people who owned their homes and 

land as well. (O’Connor 491)

Mrs. Turpin has a difficult time sorting all of the classes in a satisfactory  way because 

the Southern social scene has changed, but she still adheres to the Old South class 

system. 
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“Old South” Women versus the “New South” Generation

All day Joy sat on her neck in a deep chair, reading. Sometimes 
she went for walks but she didn’t like dogs or cats or birds or 
flowers or nature or nice young men. She looked at nice young 
men as if she could smell their stupidity. 

-Flannery O’Connor, 
     “Good Country People” 

In all three short stories there is tension between Old South women and the New 

South generation. In her characters O’Connor illustrates the struggle between those 

belonging to the New South, who are attempting to rid themselves of the Old value 

system, and those of the Old South who are stubbornly clinging to the past, in spite of 

the rapidly changing Southern environment. 

     “Good Country  People” is centered around Mrs. Hopewell and her thirty-two year 

old daughter, Joy/Hulga, who has a wooden leg, a bad heart, and a PhD in philosophy. 

They  represent two very different  generations of Southern women. Mrs. Hopewell is, 

on the one hand, independent and strong, running a farm and raising a child on her 

own. However, in spite of her accomplishments, Mrs. Hopewell maintains a 

paradoxically old-fashioned sense of womanhood. Mrs. Freeman’s daughters, 

Carramae and Glynese, “never seen but referred to in the kitchen banter of the two 

women, serve as the foil for Joy/Hulga: sticky to dry, sexually  aware to naive, 

visceral to intellectual” (Whitt 77). Carramae and Glynese, whom Joy/Hulga refers to 

as “Caramel” and “Glycerin,” respectively, one pregnant and married at fifteen and 
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the other with her “many admirers” are often described by Mrs. Hopewell as “two of 

the finest girls she knew” (O’Connor 272). While “it seemed to Mrs. Hopewell that 

every  year [Joy/Hulga] grew less and less like other people and more like herself- 

bloated, rude, and squint-eyed” (O’Connor 276). Mrs. Hopewell’s criticisms of her 

daughter’s lack of femininity are laced throughout “Good Country People.”

     Mrs. Hopewell’s ideas about what it means to be a woman are very much tied to 

the ideal of the Southern Belle: “There was nothing wrong with [Joy/Hulga’s] face 

that a pleasant expression wouldn’t help. Mrs. Hopewell always said that people who 

looked on the bright side of things would be beautiful even if they were 

not” (O’Connor 275). Meanwhile, Joy/Hulga does everything she can to be 

unpleasant and ugly. She chose to change her name from “Joy” to “Hulga” because 

“of its ugly sound” and using her wooden leg she “stumped into the kitchen every 

morning (she could walk without making the awful noise but she made it- Mrs 

Hopewell was certain- because it was ugly-sounding)” (O’Connor 275). Mrs. 

Hopewell bases her daughter’s disagreeableness on two features, first, her wooden 

leg, ”Even though Joy/Hulga is thirty-two years old, with a Ph.D. in philosophy, her 

wooden leg has deprived her of ‘normal good times’ (266)” (Whitt 76), and second, 

her education, “Mrs. Hopewell thought it was nice for girls to go to school to have a 

good time but Joy had ‘gone through’” (O’Connor 276). Her mother fails to recognize 

Joy/Hulga’s achievements and beyond that she fails to recognize the limitations 

society imposes on her daughter, but, instead focuses on what she perceives to be Joy/

Hulga’s self-imposed limitations: suppression of femininity, charm, and graciousness 



15

as well as her excess of intellect. However, all of these qualities indicate Joy/Hulga’s 

intentional rebellion against the Southern Belle ideal.

      The struggle between Mrs. Hopewell and Joy/Hulga underlines Westling’s 

observations of O’Connor’s daughters: “[their] situations are more specifically 

hopeless because they  are not only physically  unappealing but also too intelligent, 

well educated, and sourly independent to ever assume ‘normal’ roles as wives and 

mothers” (146). While Mrs. Hopewell manages to cope with her plight through the 

use of covert means, in a decidedly Old South manner, Joy/Hulga has no historical 

reference to follow and, due to the dictates of Southern social tradition, she has no 

obvious path. 

     “Everything That Rises Must Converge” was written in 1961 at the height of the 

Civil Right’s movement when new paths, in the form of integration, were being 

forged in the social landscape of Southern society. In Flannery O’Connor’s South 

Robert Coles states that  “[O’Connor] wrote the story about five years after Rosa 

Parks started Montgomery, Alabama, and the entire South, down the road towards 

integration of buses” (41). However, it  is more than a reference to the controversial 

issue of integration. It is also a story that represents the struggle between generations, 

between a single mother and her son. Julian’s mother overlooks all of her son’s flaws, 

as well as her own and, as her lack of a name suggests, is defined by her relationship 

to him while Julian, on the other hand, has detached himself emotionally from his 

mother and views her as a delusional old woman.
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      Julian and his mother represent two sets of values in conflict, New South versus 

Old South respectively. Whitt argues that  “whenever Julian’s mother makes a 

comment that appears to him as retrograde, he counters her old ways with one of his 

more modern views. She is an embarrassment to him” (116). Alternatively, Julian’s 

mother is not  affected by his comments, believing that her values are completely 

valid. On their way  to the bus stop, Julian’s mother tells her son that she knows who 

she is and that if he does not, she is ashamed of him (O’Connor 407). Her grandfather 

owned a plantation and two hundred slaves and she believes this fact  is not only 

essential to her identity, but to his as well. Julian informs his mother that “There are 

no more slaves,” and that “Knowing who you are is good for one generation only,” 

and that  she doesn’t have ”the foggiest idea where [she] stand[s] now or who [she 

is]” (O’Connor 407). She, however, maintains her belief in knowing who she is. 

     After Julian and his mother are seated on the bus next to the black woman and her 

son, Carver, Julian’s mother begins to play with the little boy. Carver’s mother, who, 

unlike Julian’s mother, does seem to be infuriated by  the fact that the two women are 

wearing the same hat, makes it very clear that she wants her son to have nothing to do 

with the white woman by reprimanding him several times. Carver, however, is too 

young to know better and Julian’s mother is too oblivious to realize the weight of the 

situation. Furthermore, she believes that her ideals concerning class give her the right 

to do as she pleases where black people are concerned; she is in no way required to 

obey a black woman.
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     As they approach their stop Julian pulls the signal wire at the same time as the 

black woman and “As the bus pulls toward its final stop, so far as this story  goes, 

Julian sees readily what his mother has in mind: a nickel for the dear little one- the 

eternal southern ‘boy’” (Coles 40). Julian tries to stop his mother. He tries to explain 

that this is a different South in which they are currently living, but, as usual, she does 

not take heed. She cannot find a nickel, but instead she produces a shiny new penny 

from her pocketbook and after exiting the bus she runs after the black woman and her 

son, ready to give the penny to the child, in what she believes to be a gracious act of 

charity. Instead of the smile and thank you she expects the woman turns around and 

hits Julian’s mother with her large, overfilled pocketbook while exclaiming, “He 

don’t take nobody’s pennies!” (O’Connor 418). Julian’s mother is left  sitting on the 

sidewalk, dazed.

     Julian feels triumphant at first, believing that his mother had finally  glimpsed 

reality and he proceeds to reinforce the point, in case she had missed it:

That was the whole colored race which will no longer take your 

condescending pennies. That was your black double. She can wear the same 

hat as you, and to be sure,’ he added gratuitously (because he thought it was 

funny), ‘it looked better on her than it did on you. What all this means […] is 

that the old world is gone. The old manners are obsolete and your 

graciousness is not worth a damn […] You aren’t who you  think you are. 

(O’Connor 419)
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In “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” the New South teaches the Old South a 

lesson in reality, but it is also the other way around, according to Whitt “The story 

[…] is far more tangled than Old vs. New, Julian’s mother is not the all-racist white 

supremacist that Julian may suggest she is. Julian, on the other hand, is not the totally 

liberated, farseeing man of reality he thinks he is” (116). In the end, his hatred for his 

mother and his ability  to detach himself from her emotionally  dissipates. He sees her 

as a human being, as his mother, which is part of O’Connor’s message: in spite of her 

stereotypical Southern-white-lady  persona, Julian’s mother is human and she is more 

complicated, for better or for worse, than she appears. Coles argues that: 

[O’Connor] tells us that integration in the South is an occasion for people to 

learn 
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not only  about one another, but about themselves. She tells us, not least, that 

integration in the South was something needed as desperately  by white people 

as blacks- and as desperately by those whites who paid it lip service as by 

those whites who opposed it vehemently or with a restrained moodiness. (43)

Ultimately, in his attempts to teach his mother about the ways of the New South, 

Julian learns something about himself.

     Alternatively, in “Revelation” the New South generation represented in the form of 

Mary Grace, another of O’Connor’s educated, yet sour daughters, is responsible for 

the demise of Mrs. Turpin’s Old South perspective concerning class. Though Mary 

Grace’s part in “Revelation” is limited (she says less than twenty  words), it is in no 

way minor. O’Connor depicts her as an ugly, ungrateful, rude child, who is too smart 

for her own good, but Mary  Grace’s actions make a real impact on the bigoted Mrs. 

Turpin. In “Revelation,” O’Connor portrays the deconstruction of a Southern white 

woman’s out-dated class system and her feelings of superiority at the hands of an 

intelligent girl who has no wish to perpetuate the tradition of the Southern Belle. The 

two women meet in a doctor’s office.

     Upon entering the doctor’s office, “[Mrs Turpin] stood looming at the head of the 

magazine table set in the center of it, a living demonstration that the room was 

inadequate and ridiculous. Her little bright black eyes took in all the patients as she 

sized up the seating situation” (O’Connor 488). She then begins to “size up” the 

inhabitants of the waiting room as well; she uses manners, cleanliness, and shoes as 
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tools to measure their worth. After determining that she is better than everyone in the 

room, she settles on a conversation with a “pleasant lady,” who is the only other 

person there whom she deems decent. After chatting about the importance of having a 

good disposition, Mrs Turpin notices the lady’s college-aged daughter, Mary Grace, 

who scowls at  her from behind her book (O’Connor 490). Mrs. Turpin cannot 

imagine why the girl would scowl at her and proceeds to take note of the girl’s 

appearance:

The poor girl’s face was blue with acne and Mrs. Turpin thought how pitiful it 

was to have a face like that at that age. She gave the girl a friendly smile but 

the girl only  scowled the harder. Mrs. Turpin herself was fat  but she had 

always had good skin, and, though she was forty-seven years old, there was 

not a wrinkle in her face except around her eyes from laughing too much. 

(O’Connor 490)

She and Mary Grace’s mother continue to chat idly  about mundane things and 

occasionally Mary Grace scowls or smirks at the content of their conversation: “Mrs. 

Turpin felt awful pity  for the girl, though she thought it was one thing to be ugly and 

another to act ugly” (O’Connor 492). Mrs. Turpin’s values pertaining to both acting 

“ugly” and to being “ugly” belong to the Old South and its Southern Belle afflicted 

ideology of womanhood.
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      The conversation progresses to the subject of farming and Mrs. Turpin’s Old 

South perspective becomes even more apparent: “We found enough niggers to pick 

our cotton this year but Claud he has to go after them and take them home again in 

the evening. They can’t walk that half a mile. No they  can’t. I tell you […] I sure am 

tired of buttering up niggers, but you got to love em if you want em to work for 

you” (O’Connor 494). Mary Grace is disturbed by Mrs. Turpin’s bigotry and Old 

South values. She closes her book and fixes her eyes on Mrs. Turpin. Finally  when 

Mrs. Turpin can no longer take her glare, she asks the girl about her book, but Mary 

Grace refuses to answer. Her mother then begins to talk about her daughter as if she 

were not there, berating her for her moodiness and ungratefulness. Mrs. Turpin, 

oblivious to Mary  Grace’s growing rage, proclaims, “If it’s one thing I am […] it’s 

grateful. When I think who all I could have been besides myself and what all I got, a 

little of everything, and a good disposition besides, I just feel like shouting, ‘Thank 

you, Jesus, for making everything the way  it is!’” (O’Connor 499). Before anyone has 

time to react, Mary Grace throws her book at Mrs. Turpin and leaps across the 

waiting room and begins to strangle her. Mary Grace is then pinned to the waiting 

room floor by  doctors and nurses while they await  an ambulance. Mrs. Turpin leans 

down and asks her, “What you got to say to me?” and the girl fixes her eyes on Mrs. 

Turpin’s and says, “Go back to hell where you came from, you old wart 

hog” (O’Connor 500). No one, but Mrs. Turpin heard what the girl said and after 

Mary Grace was taken away in the ambulance, Mrs. Turpin tries to imagine why she 

was the one chosen for the message: 
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She had been singled out for the message, though there was white trash in the 

room to whom it  might justly  have been applied. The full force of this fact 

struck her only now. There was a woman there who was neglecting her own 

child but she had been overlooked. The message had been given to Ruby 

Turpin, a respectable, hard-working, church-going woman. (O’Connor 502)

Mrs. Turpin attempts to grasp the reality of the situation, but when she turns to her 

out-dated system of values for an explanation, she is left feeling confused and angry. 

Mary Grace, on the other hand, is referred to as a lunatic. Westling argues that Mary 

Grace’s intelligence is a curse that serves to unbalance her (148), for in her pursuit of 

an education and her denunciation of feminine charm and beauty, she is rebelling 

against the Southern Belle ideal. Although her actions are based on her feelings of 

disgust and outrage concerning Mrs. Turpin’s bigotry, she is the one who is deemed 

unstable.

Coping Mechanisms, Southern-Style 

She’d retreated in her mind to a historical time more congenial to 
her desires. ‘Tell Grandpa to come get me,’ she says, Then totters 
off, alone, into the night.
 
-Alice Walker, 
      In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose
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In each story, O’Connor’s characters are faced with situations that question their 

inherited values and beliefs, whether of the New South or the Old South. In each 

story they are forced to cope with their realities and they do so by either reverting to a 

place that is more familiar, comfortable and safe, or by achieving a level of 

acceptance, however perverse it may be. In all three stories O’Connor’s protagonists 

cope with their dilemmas in ways that are distinctly and satirically Southern. 

     In “Good Country People” O’Connor illustrates that the evolution of the modern 

Southern woman was incomplete in the 1950s and that the strictures of the Old South 

still had a strong grasp on Southern women. Joy/Hulga is an educated forward-

looking woman who is focused on sharpening her intellect and rebelling against 

traditional, Southern values, yet in her rebellion she denies herself a connection to her 

sexuality. Westling argues that “Joy-Hulga’s sexuality is essential to her identity, 

though she is completely unaware of it” (152). Her awareness is aroused when Manly 

Pointer, a Bible salesman, and according to Mrs. Hopewell, a simple young man who 

is “just good country people,” comes to sell Mrs. Hopewell a bible (O’Connor 282). 

Pointer has dinner with the Hopewells and Hulga is her usual rude self. However, 

Pointer is not deterred by Joy/Hulga’s attitude, in fact he tells her that he thinks she is 

special and invites her to a picnic the next day. At thirty-two the girl has never been 

kissed, but she lies awake all night imagining “that  she seduced him” (O’Connor 

284), and that afterwards she would have to deal with his religious guilt which, being 

an atheist, she considered to be a punishment that uneducated people inflicted upon 

themselves. She perceives that “True genius can get an idea across even to an inferior 
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mind. She imagined that she took his remorse in hand and changed it into a deeper 

understanding of life. She took all his shame away and turned it into something 

useful” (O’Connor 284). Westling argues that “[Joy/Hulga] is not even vaguely aware 

of how sexual her reaction to him is or how vulnerable it makes her” (151). Indeed, 

on the day of the picnic, it is Pointer who takes advantage of her.  

     After kissing her in the hayloft of an old barn he renders her completely  dependent 

on him by taking off her glasses and her wooden leg, which she feels, is the most 

private part of herself. He then reveals that his Bibles are actually storage for whisky, 

condoms and playing cards with obscene pictures on them (O’Connor 290). She then 

abandons her nihilistic philosophy and all of her independent thinking by asking, 

“Aren’t you…. just  good country  people?” (O’Connor 290). Whitt suggests that 

“Once the innocent Hulga finds herself in a jam, all the advanced degrees and the 

philosophical pondering of nothing are of no help to her. In this moment, she becomes 

the mother she has so often belittled” (78). The Bible salesman then leaves her in the 

hayloft completely helpless; an action that Westling parallels to psychological rape: 

The part of her personality which the Bible salesman takes away  by  stealing 

her wooden leg is her sour independence as a female who refuses to accept the 

submissive role her Southern world has dictated for her. In trying to live an 

independent intellectual life, Joy-Hulga fails to realize the power of sexual 

differences and her needs as a woman. Thus her apparent toughness is brittle 

and her wooden leg an apt symbol for her independence. (152)
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In the end, Mrs. Hopewell’s Old South values win out and Joy/Hulga’s method of 

coping with her lot is markedly Southern. She is taken advantage of, by, not only  a 

man, but one who charades as a Bible salesman and her reaction is to abandon her 

intellect in favor of the simplistic stereotyping of country people associated with the 

Old South. 

     In “Everything That Rises Must Converge,” Julian’s mother opts for an equally 

Southern way of coping with her reality. After being knocked to the ground by the 

black woman, she pushes away  her uncomfortable reality in favor of remembering a 

more pleasant era: her childhood days spent at her grandfather’s plantation house. 

After Julian’s speech about the reality of life in the New South, he attempts to help 

his mother to her feet, but soon realizes that she does not recognize him. She, in fact, 

has no intention of remaining in such a world. She begins to ask for her grandfather 

and her childhood maidnurse, Caroline, to come and get her. She cannot cope with the 

reality of the New South once she is finally confronted with it, but 

rather than adapt, she retreats further into her fantasy world where the Old South is 

still very

real.

     In “Revelation” Mrs. Turpin, unlike Julian’s mother, chooses to accept the reality 

that she was confronted with. The Turpins, after the confrontation in the doctor’s 

office, head home, Claud clueless and Mrs. Turpin fuming, feeling insulted and 

indignant. She does not tell her husband what Mary Grace said, but when the black 
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workers arrive on their farm, she goes out  to give them water and tells two of the 

women what happened to her. The women tell her how pretty and sweet she is, but 

“Mrs. Turpin knew exactly  how much Negro flattery was worth and it added to her 

rage” (O’Connor 505). After her unsatisfactory conversation she heads off to wash the 

hogs in the hog parlor. There she speaks aloud: “There was plenty  of trash there. It 

didn’t have to be me. If you like trash better, go get  yourself some trash 

then” (O’Connor 507). Her speech swells to an outraged scream until finally:

A visionary light settled in her eyes […] There were whole companies of 

white trash, clean for the first time in their lives, and bands of black niggers in 

white robes, and battalions of freaks and lunatics shouting and clapping and 

leaping like frogs. And bringing up the end of the procession was a tribe of 

people whom she recognized at once as those who, like herself and Claud, had 

always had a little of everything and the God-given wit to use it  right […] 

They  were marching behind the others with great dignity, accountable as they 

had always been for good order and common sense and respectable behavior. 

They  alone were on key. Yet she could see by their shocked and altered faces 

that even their virtues were being burned away. (O’Connor 508)

Mrs.Turpin’s satirical revelation concerning the Southern class system reveals that 

she no 
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longer has a prominent, superior place in Southern society  and to some degree, she 

accepts her fate, which, coupled with Mary  Grace’s fate, leaves the reader with a 

sense of the instability concerning the Southern social scene: Old South values are 

out-dated, but New South values are not yet fully acceptable either. 

Conclusion 

[O’Connor] destroyed the last vestiges of sentimentality in white 
Southern writing; she caused white women to look ridiculous on 
pedestals, and she approached her black characters- as a mature 
artist- with unusual humility and restraint. 

-Alice Walker, 
     In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens: Womanist Prose

In the 1950s and 60s there was a need for literature that mirrored the changing 

society, a literature that disputed the image and values of the Old South and its 

romanticized ideals concerning Southern white women. Flannery O’Connor met this 

need. In her literature she removes the Southern Belle mask from Southern white 

women and, in doing so, exposes their realities as either young women in the South, 

seeking modern lifestyles, or as older women clinging to the dictates of the past. 

Furthermore, she exposes the struggle of women of all ages within the patriarchal 

Southern society.

     In “Good Country People” and “Revelation,” O’Connor illustrates the difficulties 

that educated young women faced and the complicated relationships they had with 

their mothers and the older generation’s values in general. Joy/Hulga, in spite of her 
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efforts to free herself from traditional femininity  and of her mother’s ideology, finds 

herself at the mercy of the world she has worked so hard to escape. Due to her 

mother’s lack of modern ways, Joy/Hulga reverts to her mother’s old-fashioned and 

simplistic view of the world. O’Connor uses Joy/Hulga’s dilemma to illustrate the 

oppression of both generations. Mary Grace acts against Mrs. Turpin, based on values 

of a high ethical consciousness, but she lacks a proper method and forum and is 

therefore deemed a lunatic, which is another representation of oppression within 

Southern society. In both cases, O’Connor depicts young women who have 

denounced their traditional roles and, although they  live in the New South, they have 

not escaped the confining values of the Old South.

     O’Connor dispels the myth that Southern white women, no matter how docile and 

ladylike they may appear, are not simply “Magnolias” with endless charm and 

hospitality, but human beings with both positive and negative traits. In “Everything 

That Rises Must Converge” and “Good Country People,” Mrs. Hopewell and Julian’s 

mother manage, as single parents, to raise and send their children to college. 

However, while they maintain a sense of naivety, both women also maintain a level of 

bigotry  and ignorance. In “Revelation,” the reader is privy to only  Mrs. Turpin’s inner 

thoughts, which are so bigoted they inevitably invoke a sense of disgust in the reader. 

However, her beliefs are born from such a pure state of ignorance and she seems to 

believe in her superiority and the out-dated, Old South class system with such blind 

faith that the reader feels a certain sympathy for her. The same can be said of Julian’s 

mother, whom O’Connor describes as looking like a child: “Were it not that she was a 
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widow who had struggled fiercely  to feed and clothe and put him through school and 

who was supporting him still, ‘until he got on his feet,’ she might have been a little 

girl that he had to take to town” (O’Connor 406). All three women are positive and 

optimistic, but they are also, haughty, bigoted and delusional; facts that O’Connor 

satirizes to great effect and in doing so she reveals the humanity behind the Southern 

Belle stereotype. 

     Whether it is the daughters of her stories or the mothers, Flannery O’Connor 

depicts the reality  of Southern white women in the 1950s and 60s without romantic 

imagery. She wrote about white women in the New South with brutal honesty and she 

used her uncanny insight into Southern culture to create a collection of literature that 

gave the South and Southern white women a new face and the modern reader a new 

perspective. 
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