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capable circumstances. In her characters’ inabilities or re-
fusal to adhere to strict gender roles O’Connor reveals some
of her own dissatisfactions with the femininity of her time.

The mothers of O’Connor’s stories initially seem to
embody ideals of 1950s womanhood, but the punishing con-
clusions to their narratives complicate these portrayals of do-
mestic femininity. The quintessential mother of tradition fig-
ure is the Grandmother of “A Good Man Is Hard to Find.”
The Grandmother, who remains nameless, is concerned with
appearances and politeness above all else, putting on her best
clothes for the fateful road trip to ensure “anyone seeing her
dead on the highway would know at once that she was a
lady.”™ Her pleading and eventual death may cause a shift in
the murderous Misfit, but her character remains stalwart, as
she believes in the power of good breeding to the end. After
all, she knows the Misfit “wouldn’t shoot a lady.”5 The hu-
mor of the Grandmother lies in her twisted realism, as she is
a familiar character of performative gentility taken a step fur-
ther. She believes that a known murderer “must come from
nice people,”™ and that her own politeness and respect might
save her from the grisly fate of her family. She exemplifies
the downsides of adherence to 1950s femininity, a femininity
that is concerned with class, gentility, and politeness, which,
in this case, results in death.

The mother in “*A Good Man Is Hard to Find” is also
a nameless, traditional figure of femininity that mirrors the
listless figures Friedan explores. Donahoo argues that she is
nameless because her “identity is submerged beneath that of

* Flannery O’Connor, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” in Flannery
O Connor: Collected Works, ed. Sally Fitzgerald (New York: The
Library of America, 1988), 138.

¥ O’Connor, “A Good Man Is Hard to Find,” 151.

5 O’Connor, 147,
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the traditional patriarchal system as seen through the more
traditional female figures. The rebellious female characters
are defined by their physical and intellectual excess, as they
push beyond the boundaries of the roles inhabited by the
mother figures. In terms of physical excess, this trait is most
often seen through physical ugliness or deformity. Hulga
from “Good Country People,” with her artificial leg, is the
most obvious example of a physically marked character, but
none of O’Connor’s physical descriptions of women are en-
tirely favorable. Even the traditional mother figures are not
described as beautiful, and often they have a distinctive phys-
ical characteristic, like Mrs. Pritchard’s “black eyes that
seemed to be enlarging all the time™** or Mrs. Freeman’s ex-
pression that is “like the advance of a heavy truck.”™ It is a
small act against the ideal of femininity of the 1950s that
most of the female characters are not physically attractive,
removing the sensuality associated with the object-of-desire
housewife. However, the true rebels of O’Connor’s stories
move beyond physical appearance and manifest ugliness
through actions.

Most of the rebellious characters choose to con-
sciously exist outside of traditional roles, whether that choice
is enacted through physical appearance, personality, or edu-
cation. Monica Miller, in an article on female characters’ ug-
liness, describes female characters “who consciously choose
to be ugly, in both physical and behavioral senses of the
word” and the rebellion present in this choice.** O’Connor’s

# O’Connor, “A Circle in the Fire,” 232.
* O’Connor, “Good Country People,” 263.
* Monica Carol Miller, Being Ugly: Southern Women Writers and

Social Rebellion (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press,
2017), 123,
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wards women occurred as O’Connor moved through gradu-
ate school and into the realm of publishing. Prown posits this
shift was due to O’Connor’s concerns with being a female
writer, as she eliminated overtly female experiences and
“turned instead to material she hoped might earn her distinc-
tion as a serious artist.” O’Connor was aware of the disad-
vantages of female authorship, and perhaps the reason she
does not overtly explore gender issues is due to this concern
of seriousness. Despite elimination of female perspectives,
O’Connor still inserts characters that encourage discussion of
gender roles and does not write characters that fully support
the gender system of the 1950s in which she herself partici-
pated.

This shift by O’Connor away from female perspec-
tives and topics was matched by a shift in mass-media pub-
lishing away from writing about the career girl and creation
of the idealized housewife. Friedan describes the creation of
the norm through women’s magazines, as female issues be-
came exclusively those within the home. There was no space
in the writing of the 1950s for women to be fully capable
characters, as the publishing industry returned to the ideal of
the passive housewife of decades prior. Thus, O’Connor’s
elimination of more complex female characters not only
marks her own desire to be branded a serious author, but also
the industry as a whole’s inability to imagine alternative
paths of femininity. The image of femininity as created by
the publishing and media industry was strong, as Friedan re-
counts, “It feeds on the very facts which might contradict it,
and seeps into every corner of the culture.”® To write about
women in the 50s was to write about housewife culture,
which was not a restriction O’Connor was willing to accept.

What makes O’Connor’s engagement with gender
roles intriguing is the lack of concrete answers or alternate

3 Prown, 40.
% Friedan, The Feminine Mystique, 47.

84

















