Rhetoric and point of view in fiction: Flannery O’Connor’s ‘A Good Man is Hard to Find’

1. [We] must never forget that though the author can to some extent choose his disguises, he can never choose to disappear. [W. C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction, chap. 1]

2. With the repudiation of omniscient narration, and in the face of inherent limitations in dramatized reliable narrators, it is hardly surprising that modern authors have experimented with unreliable narrators whose characteristics change in the course of the works they narrate… [The] third-person reflector can be shown… moving toward or away from values that the reader holds dear… Perhaps the most characteristic [of such movements]… have been the astonishing achievements in… taking extremely unsympathetic characters… and transforming them, both through character change and technical manipulation, into characters of dignity and power. [The Rhetoric of Fiction, chap. 6]

3. As a rhetorician, an author finds that some of the beliefs on which a full appreciation of his work depends come ready-made, fully accepted by the postulated reader as he comes to the book, and some must be implanted or reinforced. We might expect to find that whatever space is devoted to overt rhetoric will be spent on the questionable areas. [The Rhetoric of Fiction, chap. 7]

4. It is interesting to note how much more importance titles and epigraphs take on in modern works, where they are often the only explicit commentary the reader is give: Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, The Sun Also Rises, Vile Bodies… -- strange titles these for a literature that rises unauthored from the waves of art. [The Rhetoric of Fiction, chap. 7, footnote]

5. When you can state the theme of a story, when you can separate it from the story itself, then you can be sure that the story is not a very good one. The meaning of the story has to be embodied in it, has to be made concrete in it, A story is a way to say something that can’t be said any other way, and it takes every word in the story to say what the meaning is. You tell a story because a statement would be inadequate. When anybody asks what a story is about, the only proper thing is to tell him to read the story. The meaning of fiction is not abstract meaning but experienced meaning, and the purpose of making statements about the meaning of a story is only to help you to experience that meaning more fully. [Flannery O’Connor, ‘Writing short stories’]

6. The major difference between the novel as written in the eighteenth century and the novel as we know it today is the disappearance from it of the author. Fielding, for example, was everywhere in his own work, calling the reader’s attention to this point and that, directing him to give his special attention here or there, or clarifying this or that incident for him so that he couldn’t possibly miss the point. The Victorian novelists did this, too… But along about the time of Henry James, the author began to tell his story in a different way. He began to let it come through the minds and the eyes of the characters themselves, and he sat behind the scenes, apparently disinterested. By the time we get to James Joyce, the author is nowhere to be found in the book. The reader is on his own, floundering around in the thoughts of various unsavoury characters. He finds himself in the middle of a world apparently without comment.

But it is from the kind of world the writer creates, from the kind of character and detail he invests it with, that a reader can find the intellectual meaning of a book. [O’Connor, ‘The nature and aim of fiction’]

7. Whenever I’m asked why Southern writers particularly have a penchant for writing about freaks, I say it is because we are still able to recognize one. To be able to recognize a freak, you have to have some conception of the whole man, and in the South the general conception of man is still, in the main, theological… I think it is safe to say that while the South is hardly Christ-centered, it is most certainly Christ-haunted. [O’Connor, ‘Some aspects of the grotesque in Southern fiction’]

8. [When] I look at stories that I have written I find that they are, for the most part, about people who are poor, who are afflicted in both mind and body, who have little – or at best a distorted – sense of spiritual purpose, and whose actions do not apparently give the reader a great assurance of the joy of life. 

Yet how is this? For I am no disbeliever in spiritual purpose and no vague believer. I see from the standpoint of Christian orthodoxy. This means that for me the meaning of life is centered in our Redemption by Christ and what I see in the world I see in its relation to that. I don’t think that this is a position that can be taken halfway or one that is particularly easy in these times to make transparent in fiction… 

The novelist with Christian concerns will find in modern life distortions which are repugnant to him, and his problem will be to make these appear as distortions to an audience which is used to seeing them as natural; and he may well be forced to take ever more violent means to get his vision across to this hostile audience. [O’Connor, ‘The fiction writer and his country’]

9. Much of my fiction takes its character from a reasonable use of the unreasonable, though the reasonableness of my use may not always be apparent. The assumptions that underlie this use of it, however, are those of the central Christian mysteries… 

About this I can only say that there are perhaps other ways than my own in which this story could be read, but none other by which it could have been written. Belief, in my own case anyway, is the engine that makes perception operate…

It is true that the old lady is a hypocritical old soul; her wits are no match for the Misfit’s, nor is her capacity for grace equal to his, yet I think the unprejudiced reader will feel that the Grandmother has a special kind of triumph in this story which instinctively we do not allow to someone altogether bad… I suppose the reasons for the use of so much violence in modern fiction will differ with each writer who uses it, but in my own stories I have found that violence is strangely capable of returning my characters to reality and preparing them to accept their moment of grace… [O’Connor, ‘On her own work,’ introducing a reading of ‘A Good Man is Hard to Find’]

[extracts from Flannery O’Connor’s selected essays, Mystery and Manners: Occasional Prose, ed. Sally and Robert Fitzgerald, Faber, 1972]

