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INTRODUCTION:
UNRAVELING THE
GENIUS OF A
SOUTHERN
PROPHET

Few  writers  have  left
as indelible a mark on
American  literature  as
Flannery O'Connor. Her
v o i c e ,  s h a r p ,
unflinching, and deeply
spiritual,  continues  to
resonate  with  readers
m o r e  t h a n  h a l f  a
century  a f te r  her
death. While her short
stories and novels like

Wise  Blood  and  The
Violent  Bear  It  Away
are celebrated for their
grotesque  characters
a n d  s h o c k i n g
conclusions, it is in her
nonfiction  that  we  find
t h e  c l e a r e s t
art iculat ion  of  her
artistic  vision.  The
posthumous  collection
Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners stands as an
essential  guide  not
only  to  her  own work
but to the very nature
of  fiction  writing  itself.
For  aspiring  writers,
devoted  readers,  and
students  of  Southern
literature,  this  slim
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volume of  essays  and
lectures  offers  a
masterclass  in  craft,
belief, and the purpose
of art.
I n  M y s t e r y  a n d
Manners,  O'Connor
distills  her  philosophy
i n t o  a  p o w e r f u l
dichotomy: the tension
between the concrete,
observable  details  of
life (manners) and the
profound,  unknowable
truths that lie beneath
the  surface  (mystery).
This  article  explores
t h e  e n d u r i n g
significance  of
Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners,  unpacking
its  core  themes,  its
insights into the writing
process,  and  why  it
remains a vital text in
t h e  l a n d s c a p e  o f
American  letters.  By
examining  the  key
essays and the unique
perspective  of  this
Catholic  writer  from

the  Protestant  South,
we  can  understand
why  this  collection  is
c o n s i d e r e d
ind ispensable  for
anyone who takes the
written word seriously.

WHO WAS
FLANNERY
O'CONNOR? A
BRIEF PORTRAIT

To  fully  appreciate
Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners,  one  must
first  understand  the
woman  behind  the
words .  Born  Mary
Flannery  O'Connor  in
Savannah,  Georgia,  in
1925, she was the only
child of devout Catholic
parents.  This  Catholic
identity set her apart in
the  predominantly
Protestant  "Christ-
haunted" landscape of
the  American  South.
After her father's death
from  lupus  when  she
w a s  a  t e e n a g e r ,
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O'Connor attended the
Georgia  State  College
for  Women  and  later
the  Iowa  Wr i te rs '
Workshop,  where  she
honed  her  formidable
craft.
In  1950,  while  on  a
train  returning  home
f o r  C h r i s t m a s ,
O'Connor  suffered  a
life-altering  attack  of
l u p u s ,  t h e  s a m e
autoimmune  disease
that  had  ki l led  her
father.  The  i l lness
forced her to return to
t h e  f a m i l y  f a r m ,
A n d a l u s i a ,  i n
Milledgeville,  Georgia,
where she lived for the
final  thirteen  years  of
her  life.  Despite  the
physical  limitations
i m p o s e d  b y  h e r
d i s e a s e  a n d  t h e
treatments that left her
weakened,  O'Connor
produced  her  most
significant  work.  She
ra i sed  peacocks ,
entertained  a  steady

s t r e a m  o f
correspondents,  and
wrote with a discipline
that  is  awe-inspiring.
Her early death at the
age of 39 in 1964 cut
short a brilliant career,
but  her  legacy  was
already  secure.

The
Posthumo
us
Publicatio
n of a
Classic
T h e  e s s a y s  a n d
lectures that  comprise
Mystery  and  Manners
were  collected  and
edited  by  Robert  and
Sally  Fitzgerald,  close
friends  of  O'Connor,
and published in 1969.
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T h e  b o o k  i s  n o t  a
single argument but a
gathering of occasional
pieces, each written for
a  specific  audience,
ranging  from  college
students  to  literary
conferences.  Yet ,
together,  they  form a
cohesive and powerful
s ta tement  on  the
nature  of  fiction.  The
very title, "Mystery and
M a n n e r s , "
encapsu la tes  the
central  tension  that
drives O'Connor's work.
The "manners" are the
concrete  details  of  a
specific time and place,
while the "mystery" is
the divine, the ultimate
reality  that  pierces
through the mundane.
For  O'Connor,  good
fiction  requires  both.

THE CORE THESIS:
UNDERSTANDING
MYSTERY AND
MANNERS

A t  t h e  h e a r t  o f

Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
M a n n e r s  i s  a
deceptively  simple
thesis:  fiction  is  an
incarnation.  Just  as
O ' C o n n o r ,  a s  a
Catholic,  believed that
God  became  flesh  in
J e sus  Ch r i s t ,  she
be l ieved  that  the
writer's job is to make
abstract truth concrete
th rough  phys i ca l
detai ls.  This  is  the
meaning of "manners."
They  a re  no t  j u s t
etiquette; they are the
hab i t s ,  cus toms ,
speech  patterns,  and
physical  realities  of  a
particular  time  and
place.
O'Connor  famously
argued  that  a  writer
who is  "a  Catholic"  is
not  dist inct  from  a
w r i t e r  w h o  i s  " a
Southerner . "  The
reg iona l  i dent i t y
p r o v i d e s  t h e
"manners," the specific
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soil  from  which  the
s t o r y  g r o w s .  F o r
O'Connor,  the  South
w a s  a  r e g i o n  o f
storytellers,  a  place
with a powerful  sense
of place and a history
that  included  defeat
and  t ragedy.  Th is
p r o v i d e d  a  r i c h
foundation  for  her
fiction.

The Role
of the
Grotesqu
e
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
frequently  discussed
topics  in  Flannery
O'Connor  Mystery
And  Manners  is  the
"grotesque."  O'Connor
was  often  labeled  a
writer of the Southern
G o t h i c ,  a  g e n r e
populated  by  freaks,

misfits,  and  deformed
individuals.  In  her
essay  "Some  Aspects
of  the  Grotesque  in
Southern  Fict ion,"
O'Connor  defends  her
u s e  o f  e x t r e m e
characters. She argues
that to a reader with a
" m a n - c e n t e r e d "
w o r l d v i e w ,  a n y
c h a r a c t e r  w h o s e
motivation is  primarily
spiritual  will  appear
distorted or grotesque.
For  O'Connor ,  the
physical grotesque is a
tool  to jolt  the reader
o u t  o f  t h e i r
complacency.  She
writes  that  for  the
"hard  of  hearing,  you
shout ,  and  for  the
nearly blind, you draw
large  and  startl ing
figures."  Her
characters,  like  the
Bible  salesman  who
steals  a  girl's  wooden
leg  in  "Good  Country
People" or the escaped
convict in "A Good Man
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is  Hard  to  Find,"  are
n o t  r e a l i s t i c  i n  a
documentary  sense.
Ins tead ,  they  a re
vehicles  for  grace,
designed to shock the
protagonist  (and  the
reader) into a moment
of  revelation.  This  is
the "mystery" breaking
into  the  mundane
world of "manners."

KEY ESSAYS IN
THE COLLECTION

T h e  s t r e n g t h  o f
Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners  lies  in  the
depth and clarity of its
individual  essays.
W h i l e  t h e  e n t i r e
collection is rewarding,
several  pieces  stand
out  as  touchstones  of
literary  criticism  and
writing  advice.

"The
Fiction
Writer
and His
Country"
In this essay, O'Connor
a d d r e s s e s  t h e
relationship  between
the  writer  and  their
specific  regional
identity.  She  argues
against  the  idea  of  a
rootless,  universal
fiction  and  instead
c h a m p i o n s  t h e
p a r t i c u l a r .  F o r
O'Connor,  the  writer
m u s t  b e  d e e p l y
immersed in the life of
a  specific  place.  The
South,  with  its  history
of defeat, its sense of
evil,  and  its  concrete
socia l  st ructures,
naturally lends itself to
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a  fiction  that  can
grapple with questions
of  good and evil.  She
a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e
modern  tendency
toward abstraction has
robbed  fiction  of  its
power. The writer's job
i s  t o  r e n d e r  t h e
physical  world  with
such  fidelity  that  the
s p i r i t u a l  w o r l d
b e c o m e s  v i s i b l e
through  it.

"The
Nature
and Aim
of
Fiction"
Arguably  the  most
practical  essay  in  the
collection, "The Nature
and Aim of Fiction" is a
must-read  for  any
a s p i r i n g  w r i t e r .

O'Connor  dispenses
with  romantic  notions
of  inspirat ion  and
focuses  on  the  craft.
She  emphasizes  the
importance  of  the
"habit  of  art , "  the
discipline  of  writing
e v e r y  d a y .  S h e
famously  states  that
" a n y o n e  w h o  h a s
survived his  childhood
has enough material to
write for the rest of his
life."  The  key  is  not
h a v i n g  m o r e
e x p e r i e n c e s  b u t
learning  to  see  more
deeply  into  the  ones
you have.
In this essay, O'Connor
also  discusses  the
difference  between  a
writer 's  "personal
dimension"  and  the
"objective  dimension"
of the story. The writer
m u s t  n o t  s i m p l y
express  thei r  own
fee l ings  but  must
create a world that  is
a u t o n o m o u s  a n d



8

8 Flannery O Connor Mystery And
Manners

2023-10-07

b e l i e v a b l e .  T h i s
requires a tremendous
amount of attention to
language,  metaphor,
and  structure.  She
warns against  using a
story as a soapbox for
personal  beliefs.  A
s t o r y  i s  n o t  a n
a r g u m e n t ;  i t  i s  a
f o r m e d  t h i n g ,  a
concrete  world  of  its
own.

"Writing
Short
Stories"
This essay is a natural
companion  to  "The
Nature  and  Aim  of
Fiction." O'Connor uses
h e r  o w n  s t o r i e s ,
particularly  "A  Good
Man  is  Hard  to  Find"
and  "Good  Country
People,"  to  illustrate
h e r  p o i n t s .  S h e
explains  how  a  story

b u i l d s  m e a n i n g
through  its  details.  A
story  does  not  begin
with a theme; it begins
with  a  character  in  a
situation. The meaning
emerges  f rom  the
conflict.  O'Connor
famously  analyzes  the
ending of "A Good Man
i s  H a r d  t o  F i n d , "
d e f e n d i n g  t h e
grandmother's  final
gesture of  grace as a
realistic  moment  of
s p i r i t u a l
transformation, even if
it comes in the face of
death. She argues that
the story is about the
moment when "a good
man"  discovers  the
true depth of  his  own
capacity  for  evil,  and
" a  g o o d  w o m a n "
discovers  her  capacity
for grace.

THE SPIRITUAL
VISION: A
CATHOLIC IN THE
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PROTESTANT
SOUTH

A n y  r e a d i n g  o f
Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners must grapple
with  her  profound
r e l i g i o u s  f a i t h .
O'Connor was a devout
Catholic  who  saw  her
faith  not  as  a  set  of
beliefs  to  be  argued
but  as  the  very  lens
through which she saw
the  world.  She  wrote
for  an  audience  she
believed  was  largely
secular  and  spiritually
blind.
O'Connor's Catholicism
was  not  a  matter  of
pious sentimentality. It
w a s  a  h a r s h ,
demanding  faith  that
centered on the reality
of  sin,  the  need  for
redemption,  and  the
mys te ry  o f  God ' s
grace.  She  believed
that the modern world
had lost the capacity to

see  the  supernatural.
People  had  become
" m a n - c e n t e r e d , "
o b s e s s e d  w i t h
psychology,  sociology,
and self-fulfillment. The
w r i t e r ' s  j o b ,  a s
O'Connor saw it, was to
restore a sense of the
divine to a world that
had forgotten it.
This is why her stories
are  so  violent.  For
O'Connor,  violence  is
often the only way to
break through the hard
shell  of  human  self-
sufficiency.  Grace  is
not a gentle whisper in
her fiction; it  is often a
v io lent ,  shock ing
intrusion. The moment
of  grace  in  "A  Good
Man  is  Hard  to  Find"
c o m e s  a s  t h e
grandmother  is  being
shot.  The  moment  of
grace  in  "The  River"
c o m e s  w i t h  a
drowning. This is not a
comfortable vision, but
O'Connor argues it is a
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rea l is t ic  one.  She
writes that "to the hard
of  hearing  you  shout,
and  for  the  almost-
blind  you  draw  large
and  startling  figures."
The  violence  in  her
fiction  is  the  shout  of
God.

THE ROLE OF THE
READER

In Flannery O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners,  O'Connor
does not let the reader
off  the  hook.  She
challenges the modern
reader's  assumptions
about  what  a  story
should be. She argues
that  many  readers
approach  fiction
looking  for  an  escape
or  a  s imp le  mora l
lesson.  They  want  a
story  that  confirms
their  own  worldview.
O'Connor's  fiction
refuses  to  do  this.
S h e  a r g u e s  t h a t
reading fiction requires

a kind of humility. The
reader must be willing
to  enter  into  a  world
that is not their own, to
see  through  the  eyes
of characters who may
be  flawed,  foolish,  or
even  evil.  The  reader
must  be  willing  to  be
shocked and confused.
The  mean ing  o f  a
story, she insists, is not
something that can be
p a r a p h r a s e d  o r
reduced  to  a  simple
phrase. It is something
that  is  experienced
through the total form
of the story.  This is a
demanding  aesthetic,
but it is also a deeply
r e w a r d i n g  o n e .
O'Connor  asks  her
readers to engage with
h e r  w o r k  n o t  a s
c o n s u m e r s  o f
entertainment  but  as
p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  a
p r o f o u n d  a c t  o f
exploration.
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WRITING ADVICE
FOR MODERN

AUTHORS

The practical wisdom in
Flannery  O'Connor
M y s t e r y  A n d
Manners  is  timeless.
For the modern writer,
whether  a  novelist,  a
short story writer, or a
c o n t e n t  c r e a t o r ,
O'Connor's  advice
remains  relevant.  She
e m p h a s i z e s  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
discipline,  of  showing
up to  the  page every
day. She stresses that
writing is a craft, not a
mystical  gift.  Anyone
can  improve  w i th
practice.
O'Connor  also  warns
against  the  danger  of
"writing  about  what
y o u  k n o w "  i n  a
superficial  way.  She
argues that  the writer
must know more than
just  the  facts  of  their

life;  they  must  know
the  deeper  truths  of
the  human  condition.
This requires the writer
to be a kind of prophet,
someone who can see
beyond the surface of
things.  For  O'Connor,
this  seeing  is  not  a
matter  of  intelligence
but of the heart. It is a
way of  being open to
t h e  m y s t e r y  o f
existence.
F u r t h e r m o r e ,
O'Connor's  emphasis
on  the  concrete  is  a
vital  lesson  for  any
writer.  She  advises
a g a i n s t  a b s t r a c t
language.  Instead  of
saying "she was sad," a
writer  must  find  the
specific  gesture,  the
precise  detai l  that
conveys  sadness.  A
good writer shows, not
tells. This advice is as
valid  for  a  novelist
writing  a  sprawling


